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ELLEN PRIOR 


ALICE BROWN | 


Author of «Old Crow,’ Children of Earth,” ete. 


In this new poem Alice Brown tells the 
dramatic story of Ellen Prior. The fol- 
lowing lines are taken from a scene de- 
scribing Ellen’s visit to the forest: 


“A still mirage of lakes, 
It seemed to her, the vistaed sky had hung, 
Azured tranquillities, the trees among, 

A glamour such as woodland magic weaves 
Of quivering light ringed round by lustred 
leaves. 


She stood there still: slim, golden, ivory, 
fair, 

The sun’s bright envious arrow on her 

hair.” 


Miss Brown’s poetic tale of Ellen’s 
love, her rival, and her tragic fate is full 
of eloquence, and the background of New 
England hill and wood is developed with 
dignity and beauty. 
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ELLEN PRIOR 


The tale begins with a New England spring, 

A cloud, a breeze, a leaf, a bluebird’s wing,— 

All that resides, most fleeting and most fair, 

In exquisite renewal: branches bare 

Limned with brown buds sealed over swelling green, 

Twigs nebulous in mist, dark boles, dim-seen 

Behind an arrased web of underbrush, 

A robin’s plaint across the twilight hush, 

Out of melodious space the hylas calling, 

Sunshine through rain and rain through sunshine 
falling, 

The oozy clutch of mud on venturing foot, 

The dazed awakening of torpid root 

And swollen tuber when, on winter’s door 

The fitful weather beats, and rillets roar 

Like father floods in spate, and wild winds shout 

To laggard loveliness: ‘Awake, come out, 

You new life bottled in the old life’s flask, 


You hint, you fair surmise, you smiling mask! 
I 
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Cast off your witching unreality, 

And tread the earth for sentient earth to see. 
Waste, spill yourself in madness of your flowing, 
Rend your own breast in passion of your growing. 
Press, pierce and jostle wheresoe’er you may, 
And when denial bars you, heat of day, 

Rock, root or gully, turn and blithely run 

Your altered course. The ritual of the sun 

Is this, the new delirium of the year, 

The birth of wistful joy, the death of fear— 
Save fear of torpor, of the not to be— 


The unequal heart-beats of soul’s ecstasy.” 


Scarce could he fancy who but briefly knew 
The frozen clearness, the pale burning blue 
Of our New England winter’s rigid cast, 
How fervidly her spring can break, how fast 
Her beating footsteps hammer from the hills 
The living emerald, how her sunlight spills 
Divinity on dandelions, and gold 


Of crowfoot harbored in the valley’s fold, 
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Between sweet uplands where cloud shadows pass, 
A wide-winged solace over the new grass; 

And swamps are rich in lovely lavishment, 
Medallioned bloom o’er slimy bottoms sprent, 

Wild marigold, relief of waxing want 

When diet dwindles and the shining plant 

Goes to the pot, to slake uneaseful craving 

For new-sapped green, the first delicious having 
Out of old earth. They rush to eat her up, 

These mortals, sweep her table, drain her cup; 

And she herself vies with them in her greed, 

Her mad desire to gulp rank mists, to feed, 

Though on herself. From man to smallest fly 

That quickens one short hour, but to die, 

Slave of his fitful lot, her creatures range 

Through the dark, vaguely visioned halls of change 
Where being wallows, cramming avid maw 

In aching, blind obedience to her law. 

Man feeds on her, and while she seems his friend, 
His servitor, she eats him in the end. 


Saturn creates his children, fosters them, 
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But to devour them with an equal phlegm. 
And not alone where tropic growth is quick 
Toward bourgeoning and every wounded stick 


Breaks into bud, but on New England hills, 
Through marsh and mead, her purpose she fulfils. 


This is the story of a girl who lived 

In Windom, a small neighborhood, where thrived, 
Those years ago, the older rites and ways 
Inherited from saner, simpler days: 

Times scarce regarded now, save to beguile 

An hour’s leisure, waken a tolerant smile, 

In intervals of matters that pertain 


To social uplift, gayety or gain. 


And why not let her, now you ask me, walk 
The paths of dialect prose, or dumbly talk 
In films, or out of drama’s ordered page, 


Illumined by the glamour of the stage? 


The story has due rights, the stage its bounds; 
Hedges of habit ring their ordered grounds. 
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Their yews are clipt, their rigorous beds, once seeded, 

Are scarcely left unnourished or unweeded. 

Who has not walked some garden’s measured space 

Nor sighed, o’erlooking that encircled grace: 

Roses in angry bloom on stiff pruned stems, 

Peonies fettered, so the silken hems 

Of their fine raiment never sweep the dust 

That fed them; hollyhocks roughened o’er with 
rust, 

The plague of breeding, or unlovely blued 

With harsh remedial poison; delicate hued 

Brown-golden wallflowers canny gardeners snatch 

From vagabondage on a cottage thatch, 

To languish, pining for their childhood haunt 

Afar, and die Philistia’s bedding plant; 

Or iris flaunting in strict, serried rows, 

She who flew flag in swamps the wild hawk knows; 

The cardinal lobelia, flaming red, 

Kidnapped to paint a village garden bed, 

Her velvet pride brought low, remembering 


Wide solitudes where birds of dawning sing. 
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He finds his sated eye o’er-dimmed, and broods 

On some remembered wildness of the woods, 

Where the gay vagabond, a vagrant vine, 

Casts out audacious tendrils, to entwine 

And scale the aloofness of a pillared tree, 

Caressing, fettering, drawing, bond yet free 

Itself, and in that freedom rioting. 

Who has not, in a wood, been fain to fling 

Himself into that mist where, frond by frond, 

The sensitive fern breeds, and, wide seas beyond 

The eye’s best reach, more fronds are sprung and 
more, 

Up to the open pasture’s sunlit door? 

Crush them to fragrance, yet you breed no dearth. 

A million spores are ripening for the earth. 


Great joy there is in wildness, some keen lure 
In yeasty overplus of life, some sure 

Strong medicine in mouthing at a mass 

Of simples plucked from their encroaching grass, 
The earth mould on them, balm for avid lips, 
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Sweet as the flagoned brew the wild bee sips. 
Such magic is there in the rhythmic call 
Of sky and questing soul antiphonal. 


Through mortal joy and pang are mortals made; 
Yet still is there some fiercer urge conveyed 
Through earth and water, their bright messengers, 
The murmurous trees, the wind their leafage stirs. 
The child lives not on milk and bread alone 

Nor by the fruit of tasks his sires have done 

For his inheriting. Though he must eat 

Of earth and drink her cup, yet still the sweet 
Strong secrecies she stores from hidden stills 

Are his to tap. Their breath his bosom fills. 
Before he knows an inner heart beats there 
Within his heart of flesh, alive to air 

No flesh e’er felt, the word, the very breath 

Of God, in manifested life and death, 

Is quickening in him, though no eye foresee 

The spiritual body’s final sovereignty. 

And what man does never reveals the whole 
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Rich shifting drama of the unquiet soul, 

The homespun ritual of his fleeting day, 

Where his feet lead him, what his senses say, 

But guesses, fancies, tremors, faint surmise— 

These strike their note in verse. No keenest eyes 
May read them wholly in the actor’s part 

Nor yet the story’s fine restricted art. 


A girl named Ellen Prior sweetly grew 

In ordered growth her childhood season through, 
All trembling, like young leaves with April sap, 
Dreaming the dream of youth in summer’s lap, 
Tense with bright vigor under challenging 

Of frosty airs, when winter’s icy wing 

Would sweep her cheek, and sting it to the dark 
Delicious red of apples, and the stark 

Still nights with cold nails snapping overhead 
Made her cower closer in her feather bed. 

The smile of ripening lured her in the fall 

To sun-soaked idleness. The rounded, tall 
Beneficent abundance of old trees 
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Drew her to orchard privacies, to please 

A greedy mouth with sampling, careless whether 
A russet-sweet, or macintosh, together 

With gravenstein and wealthy, jostling each 

The other in her apron’s fold, could reach 

The tip of satisfaction in the wasting 

Bites and discarding of her royal tasting. 

The earth was hers. It made her strong and sweet 
For earth’s own ends, to grow and seek and meet, 
Most innocent, the answering call of youth, 

To find in it the well of love and truth 

And her own image there, a blind pursuing 


Decreed for life’s stark, pitiless renewing. 


Born out of staunchest old New England stock 
Annealed in hardship, strong as lichened rock, 

Yet fed and traversed by the wandering veins 

Of wholesome virtues bred in English lanes 

And narrow combes where the cliffed southland rears 
Defensive might, and the lone dweller hears 

The asseverant chant of England’s liberty 
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On every booming tide and ebbing sea, 

Here in the town of Windom did she learn 

The text of aged books, not once to turn 

A corner of the old hard-cobbled way— 

Spelling and sums, and, on the term’s “last day,” 
Bounding the states, speaking a halting “ piece” — 
To race those plains where dull traditions cease 
To strangle wayward loves with priggish looks 
And kill the dear delightfulness of books. 

She read no poetry, no enchanting prose 

Such as the vagrant reader idly knows. 

A book, in that dim world behind her eyes, 


Was something scholars studied for a prize. 


But if she might not trace the mind of man 
In the bright fantasies it weaves, nor scan 
The long processional of time, the slope 

Of his defeated yet still dauntless hope, 
She loved the lovely world, that ecstasy 
Tossed back to her by every fern and tree 
She greeted on her happy morning ways 
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And crowned with childhood’s pzan of wistful praise 
Set to one merry tune and time, the beat 
On the dear earth of her own dancing feet. 


And this was spring and she was nymph and maid 

And bacchanal of ancient mount and glade, 

Naiad of brooks, Cynthia herself in sheen 

Of moonlight where she wandered, boughs between, 

As truly as if borrowed words, like wings, 

Had borne her o’er the rainbow foam of things; 

Yet she worked hard, how hard, the neighbors 
said, 

Nobody knew who was not out of bed 

Early enough to see the first blue feather 

Of smoke curl from her chimney. Sparkling weather, 

With birds atilt in trees, or sulky dawning, 

It was the same,—a step ahead of morning 

As if the day were hers, to get it ready, 

Brighten it up, hold it a second steady 

Before she tossed it to the laggard sun 

And hinted, with the birds: ‘Come! we’ve begun. 
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Up with you, lazybones, and warm us through, 
And light our eyes, you sovereign sluggard, you! 
Sleep any longer in a world like this 

When the wind wakes, to curdle o’er and kiss 
Still, sleeping waters and the darkness dies 

Of prescient awe in star-deserted skies?” 

Nor did she say these things, nor think, indeed, 
Any such broidered urgencies for speed 

In running to her tasks, her only mind 


Being to serve her mother, who was blind. 


The two lived there alone and had lived so 

Since Ellen’s father died, a year ago, 

Leaving them big grey house and farm and cows, 
Oxen, two work-horses, full fragrant mows 

Of hay to feed each dear four-footed friend 

A while, at least, until chance fortune send 
Buyers to take them over, gut the place 

Of kind accustomed things no mind can face 
The thought of in an unfamiliar spot, 


And rake in cherished household gods by lot. 
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An auction! bitterest drama of the farm! 

Friend, foe and stranger beckoned in to warm 

Seclusions, urged to stare about and touch 

And value heart’s old loves by least or much, 

Laugh, smoke and joke, eat cheese and crackers, 
bawl 

Derisive questions, spin smart stories, call 

Upon the auctioneer for that old joke 

He made on Wilbur’s chimney that would smoke. 

““Le’s see, how did that run? he’d better tell. 

Was Wilbur round jest now? he was? Oh, well, 

They’d wait for ’tthen. They wouldn’t give a 
dime 

To hear it less ’n the whole. Another time.” 

This was the crowded country carnival 

That swarmed the Priors’ yard, and Ellen, all 

Her tender, apprehensive mind in arms 

To save her mother from its rude alarms, 

Hurried her from the house and up the hill 

To Neighbor Wickham’s, there to stay until 

The hateful deal was over. 
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“Then I'll come,” 
She said, “when they’ve all gone, to fetch you 


home.” 


So she ran back and slipped into the house, 
Not glancing at the turmoil, lest she rouse 
Rough kindliness, and shut herself within 

Her dumb protesting walls, though still the din 
Of voices followed her, and sights she guessed 


Too well, upon her veiling eyelids pressed. 


The mild-faced cows, turned out into the yard 
To be eyed over, rubbed against, pressed hard 
By that hot, babbling, human-smelling ring, 
Were plainly all bewildered. One would fling 
Her pretty head up; but they brought it low, 
And she who knew the milker’s soothing “So!” 
His udder-easing hands, head on her flank, 

He who at milking-time allowed no prank 

Of frisking child or dog—a word or frown, 


He seemed to think, kept her from “giving down”— 
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Where could he be? She raised her head again 

And “‘looed”’, long, piteously, for shielding lane 

And pasture solitudes, and Ellen there 

Hid in the house, crouched on the attic stair, 

Put hands to ears and, whispering, ‘‘Father!” 
cried 

Tears wilder than their rain the day he died. 


But when she led her mother home that night, 
She pictured, not the farmstead’s meagre plight 
Of penury, but spurred herself to tell 

The auction story. It had gone. off well. 

And now they had some money in their purse, 
They needn’t slip an inch from bad to worse, 
And there’d be time! for knitting, talking, play 
At ladies. No more working, half the day, 

To fodder cows and water, no more chores 
Piled on poor womenfolk by brute outdoors! 
And each one knew the other’s valiant heart 
Was big with tears; but each one played her part 


Of present jubilance for certain sorrow 
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Deferred, at least, to an unguessed tomorrow. 

So shipwrecked men, deaf from the breakers’ 
roar, 

Foam-bitten, flung upon a desert shore, 

Fall on their knees, to kiss the barren breast 

Of alien earth, though neither food nor rest 

Nor water wait them in that storm-tossed land: 

Only unquiet graves in shifting sand. 

And these two women kept up heart to smile 

Each for the other, bravely to beguile 

Their narrowed way. But Ellen, who was young, 

Found blitheness beating in the songs she sung. 

She could not mourn forever. This was spring. 

The robin sang. Should she not also sing? 
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And the lure of the brown flowing water, 
Flecked over with riders of foam, 

Drew her forth, like the pale exiled daughter 
Of the meadows of Enna, to roam 

Through the aisles of the soft melting weather 
Where the bird and the leaf sing together,— 
The uplands and valleys of home. 


Enthralled by new earth love and yearning, 
She raced down the day to the dark 

Shot with galaxied glories, bright burning 

In the round room of night, and no spark 
Struck from hurrying heat but lived only, 
While she wandered, companioned yet lonely, 
For her wistful young spirit to mark. 


Life had flowered out of frost, and was singing 
Some exquisite newness, unsung 

Since the first Eden hour, lightly flinging 
White petals the grasses among, 

And the winds, with old sorceries laden, 

Fell to whispering man, wife and maiden, 
Magic ancient when Eden was young. 
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Free now, at last, of work in yard and stall, 

She wandered more. Her mother (who guessed 
all 

The hidden delicious stirrings underneath 

This dutiful quiet, how a fleeting breath 

Out of the south upon her quickened cheek 

Wrought like a lure to rapture) bade her seek 

The violet bank by Windom Woods, and bring 

Home the veined azure of the vestured spring; 

So she went clumping off in father’s boots 

Across old Sweet Flag Swamp, where cowslip roots 

Grow clustering, and heaped their lacquered shields 

And floral panoply. She dug in fields 

And yard for dandelions, and ransacked spaces 

Kindly to herbs that thrive in hidden places, 

Goldthread and sarsaparilla, and the new 

Pink leaves of wintergreen. A tonic brew 

They make, steeped up with pyrola and dock, 

Medicinal after winter’s rye and rock. 

The mother hardly missed her, so she said, 

But loved to hear her quick returning tread 
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Breaking the surface of contented thought 
Into bright shards of wondering what she brought. 


One afternoon, Ellen was hurrying back 

Along the logging road, a ferny track 

In Windom Woods. Rank odors from the brakes 

Her quick foot bruised. A still mirage of lakes, 

It seemed to her, the vistaed sky had hung, 

Azured tranquillities, the trees among, 

A glamour such as woodland magic weaves 

Of quivering light ringed round by lustred leaves. 

These were her woods, yet now she was afraid, 

Not knowing what walked here nor what spell it 
laid. 

She had not heard of wandering gods, nor Pan, 

Nor had her clean heart learned the fear of man. 

She stopped to listen. Was there something coming 

Silent, yet vast enough to mute a thrumming 

The hand of life keeps fretting from the strings 

When silent spaces chime to little things, 


Feet, pinions, throat, the ever-seeking strife, 
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The myriad moving city of green life? 

She stood there still: slim, golden, ivory, fair, 
The sun’s bright envious arrow on her hair. 
Arbutus pink—or wilding rose—uncurled 

On her fair skin, with pollen over-pearled. 

In sooth that day a miracle befell: 

Roses in snow, as calendared saints might tell. 
I lack the words to set her beauties forth. 

I only know the earth, from south to north, 
Had lent its dole to dower her body’s pride, 
As if she were the very season’s bride. 
Richness lay there, such as long laid up ships 
Brought Solomon from Tarshish. For her lips 
Rose coral, over ivory blanched to white, 
Veiled jewels for her eyes, alive with light, 
Amber her hair, and silver cunningly 
O’erspreading her sweet flesh no eye might see. 
There is such flesh, of rose and silver blent, 
Immortal art for mortals’ wonderment. 

And, in her beauty wrapped, she was so still 


Her breath seemed scarce to stir the air, a thrill 
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Of vague expectancy within her breast 
No more than wonder, hardly yet confessed. 
But when it quickened, all but stirred to flame, 
A cry, an apprehensive flight, he came, 
Young, sinewy, tanned, bare-armed and breathing 
haste, 
Quick on the track of daylight gone to waste. 
Yet, facing her, he stopped as still as she, 
His goal forgot, and stared unquenchably. 
All startled questioning, all wide surprise, 
They stood, each drowned within the other’s eyes. 
And then he laughed, and said: 
“Now, ain’t it queer! 
A man might haunt these woods for many a year 
An’ not meet anybody. I’ve tramped through 
This path a lot, an’ mebbe so have you, 
All soul alone. An’ then I’m hyperin’ home 


From fencin’, this last day, an’ you—you come—” 


“Yes,” Ellen said, upon his pause, “I come, 


I don’t know why, except—” 
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“Why, you’re to home,” 

Said he, “‘because these are your woods. I know 
Your father owned ’em. Wickham told me so, 
The Prior Woods.” 

“Yes,” Ellen said, “though all 
The neighbors, even the town an’ county, call 
Them Windom Woods. *Twas the first settlement 
The English made, an’ afterwards they went 
Further downhill there. *Iwa’n’t so hard, they 

found, 

To break the roads an’ plant on level ground.” 
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“They’re handsome woods.” He threw a sparkling 
glance * 

Along the columned aisles. “Yes, many a chance 

You'll have to sell, rock maple, pine an’ such. 


Five thousand wouldn’t be a cent too much.” 


She stared at him, half ruffled. Her dear trees, 
Grown all those years, she might have said, to please 


Her ear with whispered lore of leaves, her eye 
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By the sweet solace of pure symmetry! 

Were they so opulent, these forest kings, 

These leafy shrines where choiring summer sings? 
Could they bring money for her mother’s ease?’ 
She’d love to take it from their darling trees. 


But suddenly her brows knit in a frown. 
“Oh, but,” she said, “they’d have to be cut down!” 


He laughed, as at a child, and then his eyes 
Came back to her, and something like surprise 
Darkened their russet, leaped and beckoned there. 
Renewedly he saw how purely fair 

She was, how sweet, how gentle and how good. 
Her book of life lay open, and he stood 

And searched her face, a new conceivéd thought 
Greatening to birth. So movingly it wrought 
And with such magic, his thick, struggling breath 
Choked in his throat, and all the air beneath 
Those trembling tree-tops glimmered into haze, 


A green enchantment. Wavy maze on maze 
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The magic ran. The yearnings of his life 

Blazed out in trees—and Ellen for his wife. 

Spring madness moved him, scourged him on, to 
take © 

The natural road of swift desire, to stake 

His chance at once upon a hazard’s throw. 

And then the voice within him said: “Go slow, 

My lad. She’s different. She’s not been broke 

To ways that are and must be. If you spoke 

Right off and told her everything you felt, 

Why, she’s like April frost, like snow! she’d melt 

Into just nothing, and without a sound 

First thing you’d know she’d trickle underground.” 

His hands half lifted to her, so he stood 

And dumbly gazed, and she, a whelming flood 

Encrimsoned, over her pink beauty risen, 

Turned, bent on leaving this strange troubled heaven 

Where he and she and the kind trees were one 

With the green earth and waiting, warming sun. 

By panic shaken, for his eyes, grown dim 


With wavering passion, drew her on to him, 
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She fled. And then his voice, a choking cry, 
Pursued her. 


“Girl! come back an’ say good-bye!” 


She stopped, unnerved, and turned about, a vast 
Wonder possessing her, to hear how fast 

His breath came, uncontrolled, through quivering lips 
Biting and stiffening, as confession drips 

From hearts in labor, and each broken word 

Assails the ear but to be barely heard. 


“Ellen,” he breathed, “come nearer so’s I can 
Whisper to you. I’m Wickham’s hired man. 

I’ve seen you pass his house, but never so 

As you look now. For God’s sake don’t you go 
An’ leave me till I find how I can say 

Somethin’—I don’t know what. O God! this day, 
Why, it’s the queerest thing I ever knew. 

Here I come through the woods—an’ here be you. 

T never see your like in all my life. 

O Ellen Prior! we’re good as man an’ wife.” 
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She could not have believed it. In her bed 

That night, telling, like beads, these words he said 

She could believe. But not the next that came, 

The woods that licked them up in a green flame, 

And bound them round with censered fire, and 
pressed 

Them lip to lip, and breast to beating breast. 

And he whom she’d not seen an hour before 

Drank, thirsty, at her lips, and more and more 

Deeply she knew him drowned in love, and prayed 

To meet him sweetlier, all unafraid. 

The world of silence clashed about her ears 

Strange cymbals of mad melting music. Fears 

Of what she knew not died. Her eyes grew dim 

Under their heavy lids. She leaned on him 

Eager to feed his starving lips, the rage 

Of their half-syllabled murmurs. To assuage 

His need of her, to quench that wasting fire 

In soft compliance was her pure desire. 

Near them a bird sang piercingly. They started 

Sharply awake, and on a kiss they parted. 
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He found her strange, so pure, and yet not shy, 

A wonder bloom, a maiden mystery. 

He could have sworn no lover yet had kissed 

Those lips or woven that sweet enshrouding mist 

Upon her eyes. Even now her ravished face, 

Her trembling shoulders bruised by his embrace, 

Were virginal. No blowsy damsel she, 

Reeling to pipes of orgiac minstrelsy 

On the dark slopes of savage carnival. 

No! She had given her lips, and would give all 

Her body’s beauty when the time should come 

To follow him to their foreshadowed home 

As simply. So obedient, so fair, 

Her soul breathed out its breath of perfumed air 

She seemed no maid, but wife.. He could but 
think, 

In a disordered way, how, on the brink 

Of a still-flowing garden stream he knew 

Near his old home, now lost to him, there grew 

A flower, a lily-of-the-valley, sweet 


As honey from a hollow tree, but meet 
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For wonder, not delirium, and cold, 


Like snow forgotten in a mountain fold. 


““My God!” he cried again, still standing there, 


“You let me kiss you, girl. But don’t you care?” 


“Not care?” she breathed, bewildered. ‘‘Oh, yes! 
yes! 

You know I care.” 

For how could she confess 
More in dull words than all her quivering flesh 
Had told them both when rapt into the mesh 
Of nature’s gleaming bondage there with him 
She had not struggled, but the swooning, dim 
Seclusions of the wood were less than night 
To one who sits secure by fire and light? 
Could she, her heart asked, have so swiftly lent 
Her lips unless her lasting love she spent 
In that first moment, as she meant to spend 
Herself for him, ungrudging, to the end? 


Amazing thrift of love! most marvelous dole! 
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She gave full largess, yet she kept the whole 

To give again, blest acolyte, saying over 

The ritual of the eternal lover. 

But now the spell, the magic faerie wand 

That touched the moment, snapped. He stretched 
a hand 

To draw her to him, but she shrank a pace, 

Though still her wide eyes wondered on _ his 


face. 


“Good-bye,” she said. “Good night. I’m goin’ 
home. 
No, don’t you stop me now. An’ don’t you come. ” 


Like the grey poplar drift upon the breeze, 

Like a lost glint of sunlight in the trees, 

So was she fled. He stood bemused and listened 

To the light lift of leaves. His brown eyes 
glistened 

Still at the sight and touch of her, the scent 

Breathed, like a sigh from that swift ravishment. 
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Her spell she left on him. He lingered there 
His hand upon a tree trunk. 
“Well, I swear!” 
He said, at length. 
And all in vain he sought 
To turn the torrent of tumultuous thought 
To Wickham’s chores. Why, ’twas most milkin’ 
time 
An’ he not home. He couldn’t see no rhyme 
Nor reason in this sudden drunken whirl 
Over a careless kiss—about a girl— 
Oh, he’d known girls!) And when his mind went— 
click !— 
On silence, and again his blood ran thick 
Toward that bright moment’s madness, still unsated, 
Came the cool rain of reason, and belated 
Though not less potent, beat his savage will 
To tempered hardness, ready to o’erfill 
The veins with urgency for what might be 
If he would march toward courtship manfully. 
He turned upon himself, and hotly cried: 
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“Plenty of girls, all modesty and pride, 
Millions to make a man’s love longing stir 


To hot uncurbed desire. But none like her.” 


And so he fled from that o’ermastering mood, 

And plunged along across the darkening wood, 

His pulses fallen, obedient, into steady 

Recurrent rhythm. And the fervid, heady 

Draught the earth poured him, mixed of spring and 
youth, 

Grew cool in him, and long accustomed sooth 

Of house and pasturage, of stock and lands, 

The web his brain might weave, the work his 
hands 

Do daily to advance his scheme of life, 

Now plainly said: With Ellen for his wife 

All else must follow: land, the lumber lot, 

The farm and pasture. He had not forgot 

The wave that swept her to his aching breast. 

But that was courting. This was all the rest. 
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Ellen ran desperately, as in a glade 

A nymph might flee from Pan, at last afraid 

To dwell upon the glamour of that spot 

Where her life altered. Strange! she had forgot 
Her mother for the first time since her heart 
Beat against that dear breast. They lived apart 
So seldom for an hour, without a yearning 

Each for the other. But now, forehead burning 
With these sweet secrecies at last she knew, 
Slave to remorseful duty, home she flew, 

And found her mother sitting patient there 

As she had left her in the old chintz chair 
Knitting, her constant task, both soon and late, 
As if her fingers followed what some fate 
Decreed, the blind fulfilment of blind law, 

The meek constraint her inward vision saw. 
And Ellen, running to her, pushed aside 

The clicking needles, knelt and dumbly tried 

To tell her tale, and halted at the word: 
“Mother! O Mother!” And her mother heard, 
Not the sound only, but the hint of ill 
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That made it poignant. A presaging thrill, 
As of disaster nearing, troubled her. 
And yet she did not let her body stir 
In any quick betrayal of alarm, 
But laid the chrism of a protecting arm 
About the slender shoulder, touched the rose 
Of the soft cheek, and murmured: “ Mother knows.” 
Yet she knew nothing. No dim prophecy 
Or hint of what had been or yet might be 
Foreboded. Only that one trembling, wild 
Cry, “Mother!” told her this was not the child 
Who late had left her; some sharp lucent mood 
Had wrought in her. And this was womanhood. 
So in their silent comforting they clung, 
Each to the other. Ellen rose, yet hung 
About, confused. She stammered: 
“T’ve been gone 


Too long, I know, an’ left you all alone.” 


“No,” said her mother. ‘Now you get your chair 
An’ bring it up. If I ain’t mussed your hair! 
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It’s a real crow’s nest. No, J ain’t been dull. 
Mis’ Wickham she come in an’ set. She’s full 
O’ that young hired man they’ve got. He’s up, 
She says, by daylight. Hardly has his cup 

O’ coffee ’fore he’s out again, to milk 

An’ drive the cows. An’ always soft as silk 

At extry jobs. Though it’s for extry pay. 

No heapin’ up the quart, as you might say. 

I told her that’s all right. He’s on the make. 
Men charge you now for every step they take. 
That Sophy, their new girl! I could but laugh 
To hear how she goes on. I can’t think half 
Mis’ Wickham says, she set it out so droll. 
Next time she comes, we’ll have her tell the whole. 
Sophy’s good-hearted, so Mis’ Wickham says, 
But plain’s a pikestaff, an’ she’s got a craze 
For this young hired man. Puts on a bow 

O’ ribbon in the mornin’. Oh, you know 

The way girls act! She keeps his biscuits hot, 
Spears him the fattest dumplin’ in the pot, 


An’ stands round back of him an’ stares an’ stares. 
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Mis’ Wickham says she’s countin’ up his hairs 
Same as the Lord does on the heads 0’ men. 

(I told her she ’most went the limit then!) 

But he don’t take no notice. She might be 

A bump upon a log for all he’d see 

Her carryin’s on. His mind don’t run on girls 

Nor ribbon bows nor nipped-in waists nor curls. 
She says he’s savin’ up to buy a farm. 

Close as they make ’em! But there ain’t no harm, 
I says, when a young fellow sets his mind 

On havin’ a home. Myself, I like the kind 

That thinks ahead. Your father was like that. 
Free-handed, though. Well, we had quite a chat. 
The upshot was she said she hoped he’d stay, 

This young Rob Wayne. He’d earn all they could 
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pay. 


And Ellen, listening, laughed in sudden shame 
Thinking she had not even known his name. 

And “Ellen Wayne! ” her shaken pulse went singing. 
With “Mrs. Robert Wayne” the room was ringing. 
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Next night he came, but awkward and tongue-tied, 
And Ellen sat there by her mother’s side, 

Ignoring him. Unlike he was, somehow, 

To her wood lover. Yet his frowning brow 

Seemed to her wistful only how to please, 

And the brown dangling hands between his knees 
Looked strong as rock or iron. Her being shook, 
Remembering their touch. She could not look 

At him. He stammered as he tried to ask 

Some question of her mother. Was her task, 

That knittin’, easy? Must be awful slow, 

If anybody’s blind. He bet he’d go 

Without a stockin’ if he had to knit it. 

The leg he might. But anyways, how'd you fit it? 
And Ellen duly laughed, half to be kind, 

Because he was so blundering. Tell the blind 

You found them blind! but that was his dear way. 
He bungled, having to think what he could say: 

A direst effort, every word a stumble. 

She loved him more for that. She found him humble, 


So floundering on and blazing out the road 
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To women’s favor, underneath the load 
Of that sweet secret compact they both carried. 
Mother would know him better when they married. 


And now he rose and waited by the door. 

She read his will, seeing his eyes implore 

Her to slip with him far beyond the light 

And warmth of walls, out where old crafty Night 

Was brewing them the stirrup cup of bliss, 

All earth and heaven commingled in a kiss. 

She did not go. She would not even say 

Good-night, but trembled while he tramped away. 

Her hands were cold asstone. Her forehead burned 

With ruth at his frustration. But she turned, 

To make his going homely as she might, 

And her heart failed her at the whelming sight 

Of misery huddled in her mother’s place. 

Terror lay on the woman’s sightless face. 

What had she heard? what did her mind’s eye 
see? 


She cried aloud, in piercing prophecy: 
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“Oh, if your father was but here! So true 
He judged a man. He’d tell us what to do.” 


They married in a month. The mother urged 
Waiting until the fall, but passion surged 

So in the man, passion by prudence led, 

He scarce could tell whether his haste were fed 
Through lover’s need, or a mad hurrying 
Along the scented ritual of the spring, 

Or whether spring herself, imperious jade! 
Was warning him the garden should be made, 
The fences tinkered, acred ploughing done 
And sowing, now before the tyrant sun _ 

Set the grass galloping toward haying time. 
He must not wait for summer, at her prime, 
To flout the folly of too long delay: 

For every day now lavished meant a day 

Lost to the farm. No laggard could recover, 
In damages from drought. A shiftless lover 
Might dally through the weeks, and then remember, 
Under the irony of dry September, 


Ellen Prior 39 


That sowing time was gone and harvest here 

With nothing done. A wicked, wasted year! 

.And Ellen, sweetly reasoning, would tell 

Her mother anybody’d know ’twas well 

He should leave Wickham straight away, and come 
Here to their house and make them all a home. 
Why should they wait? what could there be to fear 
In haste? It meant just starting up the dear 

Old farm to life. Why, every man in town 


Knew and had said how quick a place runs down. 


**Besides,” she flushed here, like her sister rose, 
‘He ain’t like most men. Wickham says he knows 
More about stock than he does. It ain’t right 

To keep him workin’ so, by day an’ night, 

When he might run a place, an’ go an’ come 


As father did. Oh, yes, I mean a home.” 
“Our home?” her mother asked, with a small smile. 


And Ellen met her bravely. 
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“Yes, a while 
Ago I thought of this as yours an’ mine; 
But now—mother, I can’t draw any line 
But what Rob Wayne an’ me have got to stand 
On one side there together. House or land 
Or life or death, where he is I must be. 
And you, too, darlin’ dear! but don’t you see 
It’s with us now as it was once with you 
An’ father? Never any longer two 
But one, through life, yes, an’ beyond the end. 
I didn’t know there could be such a friend, 
An’ more than friend—” her thrilling cadence broke. 


The mother, gentle always, gentlier spoke: 


“T see. Yes, mother sees. It’s got to be. 


God above help us bear it patiently.” 


But Ellen scarcely heard. Herself in pride 
She carried already, the pale dreaming bride 
Imprinted with his image, passion drenched 
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In white hot fealty, lesser longings quenched 
By swift filtration of the mounting flood, 
Man’s guerdon first, foreshadowed motherhood. 


When they drove home on that bright noon of May, 
Husband and wife, nothing seemed left to say 
After their spacious vow. The world stood still 
To wonder. But the man’s triumphant will 
Beat in him like the world’s will, counselling 
The flowers to rise up red, the birds to sing. 

At last, he thought, he touched his goal of life. 
The farm was his, for Ellen was his wife. 

She sat there rapt in wonder, reft afar 

From the old country road to that dim star 
Swung in the lover’s heaven, enchanted spot 
Where, body’s bread and roof-tree quite forgot, 
Lives the dear dream of undivided bliss. 

This were they born for. Far away, for this 
Their paths, annealed by the hot hand of fate, 
Were bent. No more to be a maid, his mate 


She was, his humbler self, her misty eyes 
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Fixed now, not on their road, but Paradise. 
His laugh, a musing note, fell on her ear. 
She came awake and turned to him, to hear 
Such things as lovers’ lips are fain to pour 
In the deep listening ear of such an hour. 


“Jest look! There are the woods where we two met, 
That afternoon. I guess we sha’n't forget 
How queer it was.” 


She murmured, from her maze: 


“We never shall forget.” 

Her trustful gaze 
Turned toward him as the votary seeks the sun 
In proud meridian course superbly run, 
Blinded yet all responsive to the power 
Laid on them both by their sweet mating hour. 
She could not talk. A deep contented sigh 
Breathed from her parted lips. If they could fly, 
Winged, to their nest, she would not have it so. 
She could have prayed instead the day might go 
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Like a light drifting leaf upon a wind 
Soundless and slow, and strong as it was kind. 
Now he continued: 

“Tell me, ain’t it queer 
You should be settin’ here with me, my dear, 
Moggin’ along towards home, budge as they make 

"em? 

As for the other girls I’ve known, pox take ’em! 
I’m fitted out for all my mortal life. 
Id like to holler: ‘Here she is, my wife!’ 
Still, ain’t it queer? for that spring afternoon 
When anybody’d say it was too soon 
To kiss an’ cuddle,—an’ now don’t you laugh!— 
I was a trifle, yes, I guess more’n half 
In love with all them pine trees on the slope. 
In that first glimpse I didn’t dast to hope 
I’d get you both, you an’ the woodland, too. 
But still I guess I swore inside I’d do 
My darndest, keep my eye half on the timber 
An’ half on you! Oh, if my tongue’s as limber 
As that nice teeny curl there by your ear 
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Tremblin’ to beat the band, you’d laugh to hear 
Me set it out. You take it now from me 

I was jest seein’ double, girl an’ tree, 

An’ tree an’ girl, until I found I’d got 

Half crazy countin’ pine trees in the lot, 

An’ Ellens. I was cross-eyed with the bother 


O’ knowin’ I couldn’t have one an’ not the other. ”’ 


Ellen looked past him with a mild surprise 
Dimming and deepening in her lustrous eyes. 
How strange it was a man could find his joke 
Even in Eden! Yet her wonder broke 

Into an echoing laugh. He must not know 
His mind was still uncharted. She must go 
Step by step with him every way he went, 
Believing blindly. Men were different. 


And now the spring had mounted, wave on wave, 
To breaking bloom. The lilacs hung in brave 
Empurpled panicles they scarce could don 


Before the great processional was on: 


Bol ken Per ior 45 


Green banners flying, the dark coronal 

Of victor trees, where no leaf yet did fall 

Save from mischances incident to youth. 

All lips were blazoning the homely truth,— 

Sign of an early year: the tell-tale ash 

This spring had come before the oak. A lash 

Braided of straining strength and fevered haste 

And the grim sophistry: “No hour to waste! ” 

Fell on the Prior homestead. All at stake, 

The old farm moaned and stirred and came awake. 

Wayne moved upon it, a creating god. 

The grass-blades greened and quickened where he 
trod 

As if seed sprung for him, so Ellen thought. 

Untiring force poured out of him; he brought 

Things so to pass. Commander in the field 

Of this old fight with earth, he seemed to wield 

A million weapons: forethought forged by care 

And sheer man’s strength. She saw him everywhere 

Planning, contriving, pouring money out, 


His money, hers, her mother’s; not a doubt 
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Ever assailed him his campaign could fail, 

That brute chance renders brains of no avail, 
When earth, the scarce bound beast, turns on her foe 
And sinks her claws in him: the cyclone, snow, 
Floods, fire, frost untimely, cankering blight. 

No, for Rob Wayne these days were all a flight 
“Of halcyon birds, bringing good growing weather 
Where he and nature laughed and toiled together. 
He bought new stock. The empty barn and shed 
Were vocal now with the returning tread 

Of life: cows with spring fever in their legs 

And hens who “curred” and cackled over eggs. 
Ellen was wildly happy though the days 

Lent her no time to tread the crowded maze 
Woven about her by the dizzying rush 

Of homespun life. Even the twilight hush 

When she had hoped they two might sit and talk 
There on the porch, or, a sweet ritual, walk 
Through the wood solitude where first they met, 
And woo the spell that surely lingered yet— 
Even that gentlest slope, the long declining 
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Hour when the reddened sun, still kindlier shining, 
Yet counsels to reflection, rest, the mild 

Peace of a musing mood, was broken by wild 

Ado of milking, feeding, oiling wheels 

For morning’s work, already on their heels. 

And, sunk in weariness, she scarcely slept 

An hour, it seemed, before his summons crept 


In through the keyhole of her cloistered brain: 


“Come, come, wake up! no leastest chance of rain. 
We’re twenty minutes late. An’ didn’t I say 
*Twas goin’ to be an awful busy day?” 


Still drugged by night, but beautiful as dawn, 
She roused obedient. A wide childish yawn 
Parted her lips. Behind their rim, the pearl 
Within gleamed on him. 

“What a lazy girl!” 
He cried, come back to kiss her, wayward shoulder 
And wreathing arm. “There, darlin’, when you’re 


older 
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You'll find if you ain’t up an’ dressed ’fore light 
The day’s half done, an’ where’ll you be? The 
night 

Is on you fore you know it. That’s no fun. 

A forenoon gone to waste an’ nothin’ done! 

I can’t stop kissin’ here. I’ve got to go 

An’ milk. You’ll have to learn how, so’s to know 
Enough to do the chores when I start in 

On hayin’. You might jest as well begin. 

Milkin’, an’ cows to drive! one pair o’ hands 

Can’t do the whole. An’ there your mother stands 
An’ dilly-dallies when she’s set the table 

An’ brushed up round. I certain think she’s able 
To cook the breakfast. Old folks don’t need sleep. 
You tell her to get busy, earn her keep 

Same as we do—to have the water hot 


An’ coffee made. She can-as well as not.” 
Ellen, now broad awake, stared piteously. 


‘‘Why, Rob,” she said, “remember she can’t see!”’ 
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‘She sees enough,” he said, “for lots o’ chores. 


She’s got to, whilst you help me out o’ doors.” 


She stood, at gaze, her braid of amber hair 

Half loosened for the comb, her eyes astare, 
Upon the echoing chamber, now so still 

After his urgent presence. Yet his will 

Seemed beating on in it, a timeless clock, 
Presages of the future. Shock on shock, 

His words had freed her vision. She saw clearly 
Although this boisterous bridegroom loved her dearly 
Her days would be a turmoil, not alone 

To further his dear will toward ends her own 
Rushed ardent to be bent to, if he pleased; 

She could not flout the face of life, be eased 

For a bare moment of the daily load 

And forthright drop it there beside the road 

To lay their cheeks upon it, while they smiled 
The day away to dusk, and each beguiled 

The other into dreams of Eden bower 


Where never frost has fallen and no flower 
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Is nipped or withered. No, since toil must be, 
To please him, she, too, chose it eagerly. 

His own she was, to mar, to bend, to break, 
Condemned to starveling silence for his sake. 
But—here her mind fell faint—there was a third 
In their close compact. When she spoke the word 
Sealing her troth, she brought her mother, too, 
Under that yoke, and sick and faint she grew, 

A very rage of love, remembering. . 

The mother’s plight, naked of everything 

Man calls his own here on this alien round 

And rim of earth, this hostile seeming ground 
Where the one refuge from all-threatening night, 
Man’s one assuagement, lies in light, dear light, 
Lent by his lord, the sun. She knelt and prayed: 


“Oh, hear me! Save me, God, from bein’ afraid 
For her, so’s I can keep me well an’ strong, 

To do her work an’ mine. It can’t be wrong 

To let him think she does the most. I’ll fly 
Round like a heater if You’ll help me try. 
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Forgive my lyin’. But he mustn’t hate 

Her for not workin’ or for bein’ late 

When she can’t move her darlin’ feet, not knowin’ 
What snags there might be in the way she’s goin’. 
An’ don’t You blame him, Lord, if he can’t see 
What ’tis to be as she is. Why, he’d be 

As sorry ’s I am if he shut his eyes 

An’ tried to work ’thout seein’. ”Twould surprise 
An’ fret him ’most to pieces. Then he’d hark 

To lots o’ things folks hear to in the dark. 

Now he’s no call to listen. He’s a man 


3s 
An’ young an’ strong. He can’t see more’n he can.’ 


On that hour her life changed. It was a game 

She played now. All her girlhood’s past seemed 
tame 

And dimly colored, even to that day 

When the wood magic stole her will away. 

For now she flew like light from task to task. 

Her husband scarcely had the chance to ask 


For large or small behest but it was done, 
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Almost before the word. When he was gone 

Afield, ambitious ventures she essayed, 

And when he came, she pridefully displayed 

Great housewifely results. But always: 
“Mother 

Did that for me. I managed with the other, 

Though that was easy. Mother showed me how 

To fix it. No, I certain do not know 

How I could do my work without some brain 

To plan it out. Oh, yes! time an’ again 

I give up beat. But mother tackles it 

An’ more’n half does it. No, I ain’t a bit 

Lazy, I hope. But she goes right ahead 

An’ toles me on. I do more when I’m led.” 


And the blind mother heard. Nor more nor less 
She kept her pace, but what her mind might guess 
No other mind could tell. She seemed to grow 
Stiller and more remote. The tideless flow 

Of her small patient strivings never flagged 

With varying strength. But when her pulses lagged 
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From weariness, she hid herself and slept, 

This, too, by wisdom’s will. She never wept 
Even in secret. She had undertaken 

To play a part, and she must not be shaken 

In nerve or muscle by deep phalanxed fears, 
Nor tap the intemperate luxury of tears. 

Not even by a look did she confess 

To Ellen how, in this harsh daily press 

And surge of tasks, she knew they had the same 
Desperate desire, woman’s according aim 

To blindfold him they could not coax nor drive, 
And keep the sanity of their souls alive. 

And so their consonant wills moved them to play 
These grim agreeing parts, and every day 
Added to day reéchoing tasks, and night 

Swept them within a soundless gulf whence light 
Would drag them up again, again to ply 

The shuttle of their heavy destiny. 

And Ellen’s heart seemed to her torn in twain 
By these two loves, since neither one must wane 


Through waxing of the other. Now all wife, 
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Her mother the calm habit of her life 
And love, she turned herself anew to him, 
And her sweet eyes, that were a bride’s, grew dim 
With innocent disclosure of her longing 
To bare her soul to him, unveil the thronging 
Timidities of her most inmost mind. 
And then some word of his, some less than kind 
Exaction on her mother’s weakness laid, 
Spurred her to silent flight. She was afraid 
Of her own inward judgment. As the scale 
Dipped lower and more low, she felt how frail 
Must be the unbending strength her mother showed, 
And seeing her lift the daily greatening load 
He piled for her was more than mind could bear. 
And once she cried at night: “It isn’t fair!” 
He heard and gentled her with kindly touch, 
Crooning: 

“There now! You mustn’t think so much 
About what is or ain’t. You go to sleep. 


Lay your head on my shoulder. I can keep 
The bogies off.” 


Raven Barivor 55 


She crept to him and lay 
In stiffened silence till oncoming day 
Showed a faint rose in the awakened east. 
And then she slipped from his untroubled breast 
And stole away into her mother’s room, 
Still curtained, to her passionate eyes, with gloom 
Thicker than night, this cave where morning’s 
glory 
Never could bring its bright renewing story. 
For how may beauty bide in any spot 
If human eyes are dimmed and greet it not? 


Her mother’s welcoming whisper met her ear: 


**T’ve turned the blanket back. Slip right in here 
A minute ’fore you dress. What freezin’ toes! 
They’re little frogs. Yes, darlin’, mother knows.” 


But no one could have guessed she subtly told 
More than her knowledge that the child was cold. 
They clung and kissed. Ellen, in passionate ruth, 
Yet laughing lest her mother learn the truth, 
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Drew the grey head to her, and hid the eyes 
That covered tragedy the brightening skies 
Might weep for. And then little trembling words 
She hardly knew, came to her, as the birds 
Called from their leafy coverts. And she smiled 
Wistfully, wondering whether she was child 

Or mother to this prisoner of fate. 


“Come, darlin’, come,” her mother said, ‘‘it’s late. 
We must fly round. You better clip it now 

An’ speak to him. How he does sleep! An’ how 
He hates his piller, once he sees the sun 

Has got the better of him an’ begun 

Before him. Well, it’s plain your Rob’s a man 
That’s bound to go the furderest he can.” 


She laughed, and set her feet upon the floor. 
But Ellen, fled, looked backward from the door 
And saw her stretch gaunt hands out to the sky, 
Then veil her face in them, as if a cry 


Might break from her, as if her tongue might call 
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In anguish keen enough to pierce the wall 
Shutting her from her kind, and, earth clouds riven, 
Assail the arch of the unheeding heaven. 


Wayne, just awake, was welcoming the dawn 
With the frank matins of a tuneful yawn. 


“You up?” he droned. ‘Oh, yes, 0’ course you be. 
But why the dickens didn’t you call me?” 


“‘T just heard mother. She’d begun to stir,” 
Said Ellen. ‘‘Now she’s up an’ dressin’ her. 
Queer, ain’t it, how she loves to forge ahead 


To heat an early oven an’ make up bread!” 


Easy it was to lie, her way once taken; 

Her purpose held, now never to be shaken. 

And after, as the July work came on 

And she was helping him, Wayne found her gone 
Each morning when he waked. But she would say 


She’d been up but a minute. Yet her day 
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Began before the light. She swept and baked 
And afterward went out with him and raked 

Or, earliest, opened hay, and Wayne, deceived 
By her sly magic before dawn, believed 

The mother wrought it later, and would drop 

A word of pleasant gratulation, stop 

In pitching down his load of headlong dinner 

To say jocosely mother was a winner 

At pies and sweet trade. Spry of hand and foot, 


A woman of her age, and blind to boot! 


But though his heedless tread tore a rough track 

Through their sequestered lives, he did not lack 

Shy, halting confidences to his wife, 

Unstudied queries, challengings of life, 

As if, through all his toil, a.stirring, dim, 

Uncharted wonder kept a hand on him. 

Sometimes he brought her home a_ blossomed 
stalk 

Of herds-grass plucked in his impatient walk 

Driving the cows to pasture. Deftly strung 
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Along its length, black thimbleberries hung. 
Often he plucked for her bright partridge berry 
And dangling bunches of wild winy cherry, 

Or a shy orchid he had never seen 

In all his days and frowned to find it green. 


“Jest like a leaf! why, blooms were always red 


Or blue or yeller, bein’ blooms,” he said. 


He often mused, as if he felt the fret 
Of wonder stirring in him, and was yet 
Impelled to entertain it: 
** Ain’t it strange 

Blooms come so every year an’ never change? 
Some have five leaves set round the middle, 

some 
Perk up like butterflies, but still they come 
As sure as shootin’, every plant jest like 
It was last year an’ year before. I’d strike, 
If I was them, an’ swear I’d change my gown 


Same as the women when they go to town.” 
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And once a sunset flaming in the west 

Halted his haying, though the weather pressed 

Him hard to get his load in before dark, 

And he called Ellen out and bade her mark 

What was goin’ on up there. He never see 

In all his life, he said, such deviltry. 

Some firebug must be gettin’ gay. The sky 

Would be burnt up fore you could wink an eye. 

What was there up there anyways?—he turned 

Back to his team. The rose of beauty burned 

To a green saffron ash. He looked again, 

But dulled his wonder, choked the wakening 
pain 

That springs at beauty’s call. A hindering 

Pageant it was, an inconvenient thing, 

Ridiculous comin’ at the end of day 

When a man’s tired an’ gettin’ in his hay. 

To her, the questing soul seemed half her child 

And half the marvelous man she met that wild 

Sweet moment in the woods when, at his call, 


She ran and saw within his eyes that all 
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She had to give him, soul and body’s life, 
Were less than naught, if she might be his wife. 


The summer, waning, after blossomy prime, 
Gave way to zest of apple-picking time, 
Despoiling kitchen gardens, garnering 
Legumes and roots to last till early spring. 
But fall, although it brought a meagre measure 
_ Of stormy days that made a grudging leisure, 
Still had its own demands, imperative 
As summer’s own. Wayne, doubly now alive 
To the main chance, drove round, persistent, hot 
On rumored trails that touched the lumber lot. 
The women scarcely glanced, each at the other, 
When he broached selling; but at length the mother 
Ventured: 

“IT never thought to see it go, 
Timber that took so many years to grow. 
But there! I guess I never even thought 
Trees like that sprung jest to be sold an’ bought. 


Seems if God made ’em.”’ 


62 Ellen Prior 


Here Wayne laughed outright. 


“Well, Mother Prior,” he said, “ ’fore now, you 
might 

Ha’ heard good buildin’ lumber’s bought an’ sold 

Quite common. Why, I bet I must ha’ told 

Ellen here twenty times, if I have once, 

An’ she’ll remember, if she ain’t a dunce, 

That timber now is pretty nigh its best. 

We'll cut one lot an’ then thin out the rest. 

But cut it now I must. Things don’t stan’ still. 


After their prime, they’re bound to run down 
hill.” 


Men came to view the lot, and some came twice 

Or more, and, haggling, would not meet his price. 
They coveted the trees, but cash was tight. 

And Ellen’s laden heart grew almost light, 
Lessening a grain a day of present fear. 

He might not sell before another year. 

At length she urged him: 
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. “O Rob! let ’em stand. 
Don’t lay an axe to’em. They look so grand! 
Why, California’s got up quite a breeze, 


The paper says, savin’ her redwood trees.” 


He laughed, indulgent of her. 

*Ain’t it funny 
You ain’t the sense to know they make good money 
By chargin’ travellers to come an’ see 
Them redwoods, how all-fired big they be? 
Never you mind. This deal ain’t goin’ through 
Unless they meet my price. I’ve told ’em so.” 


Now, one bleak day when, the noon dinner done, 
He’d gone to town, and the November sun, 
Menaced, defeated, cowered behind the rack 
Wind clouds were piling in the west, here black 
With nightmares of forgotten thunder, there 

Blue grey like heaven-wide wings, and all the bare 
Ferned fretwork of the woodland etched the sky 


With exquisite, unerring tracery, 
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Ellen ran out of doors and up the way 

Where her trees mourned and muttered. How to say 
What wild imperative summoning she heard, 

What shriek of branches or what whispered word! 
But now her prescient heart flamed out in fears, 

All her foreboding for them, silent tears 

The midnight found upon her lids, when ash 

And maple, pine and birch tree, with a crash 

Fell echoing through her dreams. They were to die 
If Rob Wayne had his will, and passionately 

She sprang to draw their spirits to her breast 
Warm with long love of them, to bid them rest, 
Titanic as they were, in her safe heart, 

Believing, though they died, they lived a part 

Of her, as mother was and father, gone 

To a far heaven, leaving his-trees alone. 

His trees! she stood there in the darkened aisle 
Cleaving the slope, and listened. Half a mile 
Across the ridge the earth dipped down and there, 
Crisping and curdling under autumn air, 


In a low levelled space lay Windom Pond 
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Fringed thickly in with evergreens. Beyond 

Were trees again, the tract Rob meant to leave 

A score of years or so, a wise reprieve 

Counselled by thrifty foresight. He was loath, 

He often said, to slash a youngling growth. 

Here where she stood, she traced the calendar 

Of old enchantment, felt her pulses stir 

As they had used when father laid his hand 

On her small shoulder, telling her to stand 

Quite still and call a name. She might try 
“Mother!” 

He told her. *Twas as good as any other. 

Only just make it a long singing word. 

She called, all innocent, and Echo heard 

And tossed her back the cry, and, wild with glee, 

She would not go, but tugged deliriously 

At father’s hand, to stay him while she played 

Her new enchanting game, almost afraid 

Yet wholly charmed, and skilful grew in leaping 

At syllables Echo liked. And father, keeping 

The little quivering hand within his own, 
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Drew her away at length and laughed: 

“T’ve shown 
You how to call her. Now you come an’ play 
With her—she’ll be at home—some other day.” 


Her dear neglected Echo! was she there 

Still waiting by the pond, her streaming hair 
Blown backward on the chill November breeze, 
Her leaf-light footprints circling the trees? 

Was she a voice unbodied, left forsaken, 

Or maiden sleeping, only to awaken 

Feeling her dryad heart begin to beat 

In a dull languor, and her tongue repeat 

The vagrant babblings nature’s mystery made, 
Not knowing why she must, yet unafraid 
Though curiously constrained by some wild will 
And rousing farther, fainter echoes still: 
Echoes that slept and waked beyond the wood, 
Echoes dissembled under field and flood, 

Dim vibrant phantasms of the listening ear; 


But would they wake if there were none to hear, 
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As beauty’s self, so Ellen guessed, must die 
Unless it lived in the rejoicing eye? 

So she stood musing, rapt into a maze, 

Half midnight dreaming, half a mid-noon haze, 
All quickened vision, and yet dimly seeing, 

Like the dark fringes of inanimate being, 
Arboreal pageants: for her kindling thought 
Dwelt on the mingled destiny enwrought 

Of earth and man. A tree might blithely grow 
Year upon year, and then man, at a blow, 
Could hack the leafy city hurtling down 

To echoing earth, bole, branches, shadowy crown, 
The leaves that tremble, lightly flittering 

In warm June showers, the nests that mutely sing 
Themselves, so animate the weight they bear, 
All beak and breast, music entangled there 

And ripening, as perfume in the rose,— 

A destined morn, and like a fount it flows. 

Man had dominion. Was it cruelty 

That made a kingly vassal of a tree? 

And all these columned giants, height on height, 


68 Eaten Prater 


Towering archangels toward the upper light 

Where God Himself must be, (if there be God, 

And not mere Will) now waited on the nod 

And glance of a forked creature six foot one. 

She cried with laughter. What things man had done, 

God standing there behind him, backing him 

With piled up tyrannies of custom! Dim, 

Half formless in her maddened mind, she saw 

A monstrous irony. That was the law 

For men and trees, it seemed: for women, too. 

A man might love a woman, and yet do 

Deadly despite to her. He might be kind, 

Except to one, her mother, who was blind. 

Not that road! her soul cried. Oh, not that thought 

Followed unflinching, lest the upshot brought 

Sheer madness with it. Let the simple ways 

Still bound her feet; let still the prisoning days 

Encompass her. But let her not depart 

From fealty to him who held her heart. 

The mood had passed. She raised her voice and 
cried: 
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“Echo! Echo!” 

The woodland stirred and sighed; 
But Echo might have crept into the grave 
Where hope lay hidden. 

“Save me, Echo, save 
My mother!” Ellen called, and called again. 
**O Father!”’ she besought. 
A gust of rain 
Blown from a billowy cloud fell pattering 
Through sparse leaves nevermore to wake and 
sing 

Responses to that skyey benison, 
But rustling, “‘Miserere!”’ so are gone. 
The tempest, seeming a wild answer meant 
To wilder prayer, affrighted her. She went 
Racing downhill, and fast and faster ran, 


Pursued by fear of God to fear of man. 


Wayne had come home. He met her at the 


door 


And drew her in. 
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“If ever I see a poor 
Drowned rat!” he laughed. ‘Come quick an’ dry 
you off. 
You’ve got a cold a’ready. There’s that cough! 
Here! let me git your shoes off. Brash the fire 
An’ heat her up a soapstone, Mother Prior. 
Out traipsin’ round them woods! The Devil’s in it. 


I can’t go off an’ leave you, not a minute.” 


Frozen and parched, all that night long she lay 
Raving of woods and echoes. And when day 


Dawned and the doctor came, she stared and cried: 


‘*Father, I guess it’s just as well I died. 

I couldn’t have lived, like mother, to be old, 
The world’s so queer. It’s hot an’ then it’s cold; 
An’ if you knew the whole an’ where I’ve been 
These hundred years, you’d say you d never seen 
A place so awful, crackled round with snow 

An’ ice an’ darkness. Don’t you let me go, 


Not long as you can help it, any more, 
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To spots that seem like them I’ve loved before 
An’ yet so changed! I can’t find anything 


The same in Windom Woods. The birds don’t sing. 

The winds are mad. They cut you like a knife. 

The trees keep whisperin’: ‘I’ll have your life 

Same as you’re plannin’ to have mine.’ The birds 

Have turned into black night-hawks. Screamin’ 
words 

Hang on the maples, pickéd like the leaves; 

An’ when you move a step, the ground just heaves 

Under your feet an’ yells: ‘You needn’t run. 

I’d trip you if you did. I find my fun 

In trippin’ rabbits, hedgehogs, moles an’ folks, 

An’ eatin’ ’em. It’s one o’ my good jokes. 

You think you bury things. I’s’pose you do. 

It’s me that smothers em. Though so do you. 

You cut down maple trees marked out to die, 
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Maples an’ mothers’ ”—and then piteously 
She flung her arms wide of the covering 
They held upon her and began to sing 


In high distressful rhythm, not a song 
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They knew of old but a strange, measured, long 
Lament she might have caught from the wild swell 
Of winds that wail where craggy echoes dwell. 


The doctor sent a kind old country nurse 
To help them out. If Ellen should grow worse 
He’d come again that day. Just let him know 
At noon. But presently he’d have to go 
Over the mountain. To be sure he’d hurry 
For all he’s worth. The mother mustn’t worry. 
Ellen was young and strong—he bent a frown 
On Robert Wayne— 
“Though seems if she’d run down 
From what she was. She used to be as sound 
As a young colt or kitten, playing round 
Without acare. Well, things go where they’re sent.” 


He nodded, touched the mother’s hand and went. 


That week long, Wayne stole miserably about 


At woman’s work within the house, and out 
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To rougher toil his hand was practised in. 

And he was changed. His eagle face grew thin 
And yellowed from the sickness of his mind. 
The mother followed him about, as kind 

In the meet order of apt ministering 

As in her silence when she heard him fling 
Himself face downward on the couch and moan: 
“My Nell! my Nell!” She left him there alone, 
Only returning, when the gust was spent, 
Flying some wisp of pale encouragement, 

If so she might. And he would stare at her 

As at a stranger. He felt nothing stir 

In his dulled mind, save aching wonder, deep 
As the dark springs of life, lest death should creep 
Betwixt him and his love. So calm, so still 

The mother was, obedient to the will 

Within her, that again sometimes he stared 

At her and mused, and wondered if she cared, 
Seeing her child lie there, a waxen ghost, 

The trappings of her beauty torn and lost 

In the foul welter of this breasting tide. 


74 Pilen-Bitrar 


The old and not the young might well have died, 

He thought, in a new anger like to hate. 

The mother should have sought to buy off fate, 

Reminding God her joys were all behind 

These waning days. And she so old and blind! 

He would have forced on her the will to give 

Her dole of life and so bid Ellen live. 

And yet these were not thoughts, these formless 
things 

Flying to him at night on noisome wings 

Fanning his heart to fury. Morning came 

And they were not. Nor ruth nor hate nor blame 

Moved him against her, for she did but seem, 


Like all his world, a shape within a dream. 


And Ellen lived: a wavering blossom torn 

By sudden tempest, beaten upon and borne 
To the rough bed of earth, inert to lie 

Until one morning the bright ministry 

Of air and sun rained down a freshening touch. 


Something within her answered. Not so much 
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The will to live as ever battling life, 
Immanent, swayed the old enduring strife 
Between the atom and the jealous earth 

To victory. Out of ruin rises birth, 
Triumphant forces rushing in to fill 

The veins with ardor, the suspended will 
With craving for the interrupted feast, 

So short, so nearly lost, whereof the least 
Crumb from the trencher, drop within the cup, 
Is heaven to lips revived once more to sup 
Before they stiffen. Yet one more escape 
Before the feet trail after that grim shape 
Men spend their lives in veiling, lest they die 
Untimely if it meet the affrighted eye: 

Ribs, rattling claws and staring sockets full 
To depths of nothing in an empty skull. 


And Ellen had not known an enemy crept 
So near her house of life. She dreamed she slept 
And wove wild fantasies, or wandered wide 


Unmindful of Wayne kneeling by her side, 
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Bending his knotted forehead to her touch, 

Or gripping her Jax fingers in a clutch 

Too harsh for them, the while his palsied tongue 
Stammered a halting agony, or flung 

Prayer and defiance mingled to the Power 

He snatched at in that sacramental hour 

And knew not in the day of his delight. 


A morning came, after a healing night, 
When all the household slept, and Ellen woke 
And smiled in sanity, and wanly spoke: 


“T guess I’m well. Mother, you’re tired out. 

It won’t be long ’fore I shall be about, 

An’ then you'll rest. Now bring me somethin’ quick 
To make me strong. It’s silly to be sick.” 


And Wayne, at her new aspect, drew a breath 
And sobbed it out in a derision of death 

With all the hostile powers, and straight forgot 
He had a care beyond the lumber lot. 
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He harnessed up and lingered but to say 

He thought he’d find a chance this very day 
To sell at his own figure. Yes, the same 

Man that drove over from the street, but came 


At the wrong time somehow. He paused in wonder. 


“Why didn’t I see him?”? Then he laughed. “By 
thunder! 

Yes,’ twas that day when Ellen was the worst, 

An’ I stayed put. I guess it was the first 

Time in my life I ever lost a trade 

By hangin’ round the house. It’s mebbe made 

No difference though. Sometimes it’s jest as well 


To act as if you wa’n’t so keen to sell.” 


Each like to each, the languid days crawled on, 
And Ellen rose and walked. The nurse had gone. 
The mother and her child, bound now together 

In the warm house walled round by winter weather, 
At their old tasks moved softly and spoke low 


In exquisite communion. They might go 
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For hours gently silent, but each felt 
Their flawless bond, knowing the other dwelt 
On the vast wonder of the miracle 


That here under this homely roof befell. 


‘This is my child,” the mother mused, ‘who died, 


And now she lives and moves here at my side.” 


“Surely I died, ” thought Ellen, ‘yet I came 
Back to her breast and his, though not the same 
As I went forth. Some things I truly know 

I may not tell. It is not hard to go.” 


The spring was late. Wayne had not sold the lot, 
And fretted openly. Still he was hot 

On ploughing, planting, all the greatening time 
Fervid with sun and rain, till summer’s prime 
Begins her full descant, then lingering flows 

And modulates into a ripening close. 

The weather angered him. A sentient thing 


It seemed, a maddening, tantalizing spring. 
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Now on a day when leaden showers swirled 
Beneath a cloudy arch and dulled the world, 
Came Neighbor Wickham, striding all agog. 


“Don’t set here round the fire in a sog,” 

He cried, breaking upon their kitchen quiet. 
“Cold rains an’ mud ain’t goin’ to be our diet 
An’ nothin’ happenin’. No, sir! Over home— 
What do ye think o’ this?—a boarder’s come, 
Dropped down, as ye might say, out o’ the skies, 
Brought bag an’ baggage, an’ when wife denies 
She meant to take another, sence the years 

She got fed up with ’em, this girl appears 
Sca’cely to listen but says: ‘Here I be! 

I’m Lilla Rose, an’ certain you'll take me. 

I played round here when I was only ten, 

An’ gran’ma brought me. Now I’ve come again 
Because I’ve always loved this dear old place.’ 
You’d ought to hear her talk an’ see her face. 
Eyes big as saucers, an’ a voice! my soul! 

You couldn’t reckon up the words. They roll 
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Like kernels off the cob at huskin’ bees, 

Only not rattlin’. An’, sir, if you please, 

My woman’s tickled with her as a cat 

With two—or twenty—tails. I bet a hat 

She’ll wait on her by inches, hand an’ foot, 

An’ make me flax round lively, sir, to boot. 

But this ain’t all, an’ here’s where you come in. 

She brought three trunks, like gundalows—a sin 

Yo make a body lift *°em!—an’ a boat 

Dumped at my doorstep. Don’t it git your goat 

To see them city folks contrive an’ plan, 

Scrapin’ up every blasted thing they can 

To make us hyper? Oh, they’d ruther play 

Than eat, as young ones do, in young ones’ way. 

Now what d’ she fetch a boat for! ‘I’m so fond,’ 

She says, ‘o’ rowin’. There must be a pond.’ 

‘The pond ain’t mine,’ I says.” And here he 
bent 

His bovine gaze on Wayne. “‘It won’t be lent,’ 

I says, ‘that privilege. It’s my advice 


You have me git it for you at a price.’” 
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“Oh, no!” the mother cried, and Ellen: ‘‘No. 


She’s welcome to go rowin’. Tell her so.” 


Wayne frowned. 
“Now don’t you do no such a thing,” 
He said. “The boatin’s worth what it will bring. 
I'll come an’ talk with her. Or, say the word, 
An’ you can fix it up. Perhaps a third 
Won’t do so well as two in such a deal. 
You ask her all you can, so she don’t squeal 
Or throw the whole thing over, an’ I’ll give 
A decent rake-off to you. Folks must live.” 


“T don’t want nothin’,” Wickham said. He rose 
To go and added: ‘‘Everybody knows, 

I told her, you was hard as nails an’ flint. 

She laughed an’ said to tell you not to stint 

Your price for her. Oh, she’s all right. She’ll pay 
For her fool fancies. Guess she’s made that way. 
Well, when this cussed weather breaks, we'll cart 


The boat down there an’ launch her. I’ve no heart 
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For anything but such odd jobs, with mud 
Up to the hocks an’ not a tree in bud.” 


Bitterly boding wetter skies, he went. 

And Ellen and her mother, speechless, bent 

Their heads above their knitting. Wayne laughed 
out. 


“IT guess,” he said, ‘‘tomorrer I'll jest scout 

Round the old pond, an’ so be primed to tell 

Her where to land. Wickham’s done mighty 
well. 

An’ so’s the good old pond. It never earned 

A cent before.” 


The women’s faces burned 
With shame at his frank shamelessness, but more 
For Wickham’s blunt betrayal at the door. 
So Wickham set him down a flint, a stone! 
And of such common rumor was it known 
A man might tax him with it to his face 


Quite simply, knowing he felt it no disgrace. 
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Next day swung from the east on wings of azure, 
And Ellen, loitering in a reckless leisure 

Along the road bare-headed in the sun, 
Oblivious of her morning tasks half done, 

Met Lilla Rose, that moment in her mind. 


How fair she was! how sweet she looked and kind! 


O beauty! widest, wantonest empery 

Flung like a spell upon the earth and sea, 

Blooming from midden, glancing in the wave, 

Quickening the heart, making the tongue to rave 

Remembrance of old time when time was young 

And the gods walked and men with them, and 
sung 

Vast epic resonances between sky 

And echoing earth, imprisoned melody 

Long left to thrill the unawakened throat 

Until a day when a reminding note, 

A wailing wind, a rippling lilt of leaves, 

A sun-bright flickering on autumn sheaves, 


Set all the strings of life to murmuring, 
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And a man tuned his trembling tongue to sing. 
He sang the hidden lore of beauty’s birth, 

He sang the darkling mystery of earth, 

Her snows, the radiance of her blossomy prime, 
The pulsing antiphone of tide and time. 

His plectrum plucked out echoes purer still 
From valley, stream and hollow-echoing hill, 
Themselves all vocal. Morning’s beamy light 
Was the bright index set for lovely night. 

He was at one with earth. He had not learned 
To dam Pactolian streams. He had not turned 
From woodland worship to the sweating walls 
Where a chill trickling exhortation falls 

On ears dulled out by the world’s daily din, 
And ritual is but antidote to sin. 

To feel the chrism of mystery was to pray, 
And with the leaves he danced the spring away. 


Now as it comes to pass, one bursting hour 
Crowns a long lifetime, or a regnant flower 


Gathers the round of summer in her sweetness, 
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So beauty, a mad marvel of completeness, 
Enters betimes a mortal form and brings 
Perfection to the full, and o’er it flings 

A subtle glamour no man may define, 

A tint, a harmony, a trembling line 
Ravished from heaven, or divinely sent 


Down from the skies for man’s bewilderment. 


And such was Lilla Rose. The secret still 
Where sly creation works had had full will 
Over her birth, and she had come forth fair 
As Ellen Prior. Yet different: her hair 
Wound duskily, her violet eyes were hid 
Under a mystery of fringing lid 

Only half lifting, when their lucent gleam 
Mirrored not earth alone, but a dim dream 
Of earth, and the warm pallor of her cheek 
Beguiled anew the questing glance, to seek 
The flaming scarlet of the mouth’s lax bow 
Fanned, as by ardent breath, to such a glow 


Temptation’s self it was, for mad desire 
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To scorch itself at that destroying fire. 
And earth, in making her supremely fit 


For wild heart’s havoc, made her fain of it. 


They met, these two, Ellen perfection’s best 

As nature’s craft had wrought her, and yet 
dressed 

In the plain kitchen uniform that serves 

For warmth and fitness. Her long lovely curves 

Were battened down in it, belied, disgraced. 

A worldlier self than hers would not have faced 

The other’s artfulness of line and hue 

Sheathed wondrously in a dull weft of blue, 

But, eyes on earth, slipped past her, and so fled, 

The while her woman’s envy writhed and bled 

Under the wound to woman’s natural pride. 

But Ellen, smiling, paused there at her side 

And, shyly nodding, only seemed to see 

A lady to be welcomed prettily. 

Lilla was graciously alert, to grasp 


The small rough fingers in a lingering clasp. 
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“T know you,” she began. “You live next door. 
You were quite little when I came before. 
Yes, you can look at me! I’m so much older 
And only half as pretty and much bolder. 
I’m fagged and faded, as you see. And you, 
Why, you’re Diana, Juno, all that crew! 
You’re married, but you look an untouched maid, 
Olympus-crowned. I’m no such heavenly jade. 
Greek? Roman? no, the Sorceress of old Nile 
I'll be, if you’re Olympian. What a smile 
It is that overflows your puzzled eyes! 
You think I’m daft, though you won’t show surprise. 
Your darling innocence would never know 
Who Cleopatra was.” 

Ellen, to show 
Her proper schooling, spoke out prim and clear 


As if reciting for the class to hear: 


‘‘She died by poison, an Egyptian queen, 
An’ ’most the handsomest was ever seen. 


The Romans went there many times, B. C.” 
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The lady laughed: 

“Don’t forget Antony, 
In your chaste version of a conquering horde 
And subjugated Egypt. He, her lord, 
The dart that cleft her heart with wild amaze, 
The imperial sun that ruled her languorous days, 
Red, regnant star upon the purple night 
Of body’s bliss, her flagoned full delight 
Whereat to lave the ever unquenched thirst 
Of lips outburning Afric sands, the first 
To worship deep as her desire, and gone 
Before his orbit strayed. And she, alone 
In darkened Egypt, with one only lover 
To feed upon her breast, her love life over, 
Under her poisoning paramour down fell 
To dizzying death. Your schoolbooks wouldn’t 

tell 
The salient points.” 
Ellen stood dazed and said: 


**T s’pose that’s out of a new book you’ve read.”’ 
p y. 
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The lady paused and somewhat gently smiled: 


“T mustn’t run on so. You’re but a child. 
Yes, it was doggerel I spun last night. 

I act, tell stories to dull women, write. 

And now I’m here because I ran away 

To lose myself where no one comes, and stay 
Until a man I know gets on my track, 

And then, if he is good, why, I’ll go back. 

I’ve seen your husband. He’s quite wonderful. 
But he’s a man. Don’t let him find you dull. 
A Viking look, though dark! A bold sea rover 


He might have been. A splendor of a lover!” 


But Ellen broke from the detaining hand 

And ran off home. She could not understand 

All the strange lady meant by such revealing. 

To her, love sanctities meant half concealing, 

Half a grave worship. Tattlings made _ her 
blush, 

A sacrilege she might not share nor hush. 
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The sacred rites were never to be told. 


The lady seemed half innocent, half bold. 


Yet Lilla was no more than a wild shoot 
From life’s luxuriance, destined to take root 
In straggled plenty of a dallying soil 

And rioting, liana-wise, to coil 

About the strength long love is founded on, 
And cling a moment, the next moment gone. 
Hers was a being drunken with the greed 
That sips at life, more life, and turns to feed 
On wilder fruit from some exotic tree, 

As if mere avidness bred ecstasy. 

Poetry, music, travel, dalliance, wine, 

All that makes mortal deem himself divine 
In his brief snatching at this earthly feast, 
Each last delight she tasted seemed the best. 


That night she came, knocked at the Priors’ door 
And drifted in on a chill wind. She wore 


A cloak of furry affluence, and her gown 
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In a strange moonlight lustre rippled down. 
She doffed the cloak, touched Mrs. Prior’s hand— 
You might have thought she seemed to understand 
How to meet blindness in a special way— 
And sat down at the hearth. 

““Now let me stay,” 
She begged, “‘and wink at this bewitching blaze. 
The Wickhams have a stove. I’m all a daze. 
The heat had baked me brittle and I fled. 
I saw a light and guessed you’re not in bed. 
They don’t know how to live. They just sit there 
Dozing, and that big Sophy in her chair, 
Off in one corner, glowers and stares me down, 
My shoes, my stockings even, and my gown, 
With those big smouldering eyes. She seems quite 

lost 

In craving clothes or wondering what they cost.” 


Wayne gazed upon her dumbly, pondering, 
As if a butterfly veered velvet wing 
And, quivering, poised before him, or a beam 
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Of seven-hued wonder drowned the dusk, a gleam 
Foretelling the arched spectrum, the full bow 
Bent before storm-swayed man, who may not know 
Whether the pulsing promise lends sheer light 

Or but presages a yet darker night 

When his small shallop drives before the wind, 
The glamour and the glory left behind. 

This was her pretty stratagem, to fling 

O’er man, her prey, a specious promising, 

A veil of ’wildering fancy, to beguile 

Belief in the dim promise of her smile. 

A man, it said, was an adventurer 

Who came upon a shrine, and heard no stir 

From the defending priest, no harsh denial, 

But found his manhood brought to proof, the trial 
For which the bow of youth had long been bent, 
His thews and sinews temperately spent. 

The idol in the shrine had but to nod, 

And all was his, and he was as a god. 

From eld the treasure waited for him stored 


For the true heir, the altar’s living lord. 
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And this Wayne darkly felt and yet was dumb. 

Across great spaces she seemed calling, ‘‘Come! ” 

And ‘Come! ”’ he found he answered inwardly. 

And then: “Stop screechin’ at me! Let me 
be!” 

He dared a glance, and thought: “I must be 
wild, 

To lose my head. She’s nothin’ more’n a child.” 

And Mrs. Prior, defended by the mask 

Her blindness made her, carried on the task 

Of entertainment. A delightful guest 

The lady proved to be. She had addressed 

Herself to them in turn and told gay stories 

Of wandering in far lands, set forth the glories 

She found in countries that were but a name 

To this hushed room, and presently she came, 

Hot-foot, where she’d been leading all the while 

And said to Ellen, with her charming smile: 


“I’ve talked for hours. You haven’t said a thing. 
It’s your turn, child. Now let us hear you sing.” 
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“Why!” Ellen stammered, “‘I don’t b’lieve I know 
Real songs, only the old ones, an’ they go 
So kind of queer.” 

“Ballads,” the lady said. 
‘I guessed as much. I knew that little head 
Was full of them. Tune up now, like the thrush 
That sang to-night through the cold twilight hush.” 


And Ellen, trembling, guessing she must do 
What such a visitor constrained her to, 
Said: 
“T can sing Sweet Afton.” 
And she sang, 

Thrillingly, like the thrush, and the room rang 
With homely pathos, and the lady cried, 
When she had ended: 

“Mary hadn’t died: 
She was ‘asleep beside the murmuring stream.’ 
You make it sad as death. It was her dream 
He must not break. Why, child, what tragedy 


Has crept into your voice? ” 
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“Oh, didn’t she die?” 

Asked Ellen. “TI don’t know. I never thought 
Whether she did or not. I’ve not been taught, 
You see, to sing. But now I’ve done my part 
And it’s your turn.” 

Wayne felt his laboring heart 
Beat at its thickest on the fateful word. 
The woman, he guessed, could sing like any bird, 
Not as his Ellen sang, a wood wind mild, 
The low unconscious crooning of a child; 
But she could chant you, this new creature strayed 
From foreign parts, wild songs, to make afraid 
The heart of you, clarions to bid you shout 
With savage longing for the reel, the rout, 
When maddened man and horse together fling 
Their thunder on the foe. What did she sing? 


She sang the loveliest, simplest English song 
That ever echoed those sweet fields among, 
Or drooped o’er tavern cups like morning mist, 


While words and woman worship met and kist, 
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And a rapt lover, roused from longing thought 
On his love’s soul that had her body wrought, 
Amid his fellows so was fain to rise 
And pledge: “Drink to me only with thine eyes.” 
So calm the moving cadence rose and fell, 
It seemed a tale of noble love to tell. 
The mother murmured, tears upon her cheek. 
Ellen, her gaze turned inward, did not speak, 
And the man felt the forms of life grow dim 
About him in a world too wide for him. 
She knew how she had moved them, and her 
heart 

Beat gaily. This was tribute to her art, 
And but her due. 

“An old, old ballad now,” 
She said, and seemed to scan the hidden flow 
And fount of song, dipping her cup for treasure, 
Spilling it, as it came, the heaped-up measure 
Of rich remembrance, humming here and there 
A reminiscent phrase. “A pretty air 
This is. I found it in a mouldy book. 
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I didn’t like the words. The tune I took, 

And wrote new words for it, about a maid 
And babbling man, betrayer and betrayed. 
Which was the likelier, do you think, to be 


The lovelorn victim of love’s perfidy? ” 


“In the spring of the year I came down to the 
shearing. 
The buds of the may-bloom were blithely ap- 
pearing. 
Tol-de-rol! tol-de-rol! tol-de-ray! 


My love she came walking beside the green rushes. 
The brook brawled her beauty, birds called from the 
bushes. 
Tol-de-rol! tol-de-rol! tol-de-ray! 


Though swift were my feet when I sped forth to meet 
her, 
My heart ran before them, adoring, to greet her. 
Tol-de-rol! tol-de-rol! tol-de-ray! 
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All the short summer season we roamed there to- 
gether. 
We kist and we clipt in the lap of fair weather. 
Tol-de-rol! tol-de-rol! tol-de-ray! 


In the wane of the year, when the hoar frost was 
falling, 
The birds from bare branches were dismally calling. 


Tol-de-rol! tol-de-rol! tol-de-ray! 


My love walked in pride, and Sir Hugh walked beside 
her. 


The sun saw her shame and no shadow would hide 


her. 
Tol-de-rol! toll-de-rol! tol-de ray! 


And now in my heart it is winter forever, 
My hope it is dead, and my manful endeavor. 
Tol-de-rol! tol-de-rol! tol- de-ray! 
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Farewell, my lost love, ’tis the end of my suing. 
Farewell, bitter world that has been my undoing. 


Tol-de-rol! tol-de-rol! tol-de-ray! ”’ 


“And now a mother’s song, a lullaby 

For a lost baby. Oh, they do not die, 

These bairns, but, stolen from the mother’s breast, 
Enter eternal playtime, frolic-rest, 

Through faerie arts, and, lulled by faerie wands, 
Are lightly wafted into faerie lands. 

This tune is ancient, too. I made the rhymes 


To fit those plaintive measures of old times.” 


“My baby, where shall mother find thee, 
Now her arms no more can bind thee? 
Faerie gates have closed upon thee, 


Faerie spells have won thee. 


Through bosky banks a stream is flowing. 
By that stream a tree is growing. 

From the bough, by moonbeams holden, 
Swings thy cradle golden. 
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There winds of faerie rock thee featly, 
Birds of faerie sing thee sweetly, 
Flowers of faerie, fading never, 


Ring thee round forever.” 


Subdued to mournful pathos, so they listened. 
She loved it so, and her eyes, drooping, glistened 
With sympathetic dew. But there had been 
Enough, she judged, drawn from the braided skein 
She brought for them, love, longing and lament. 
She cocked her head at Wayne and laughed and sent 
A swaggering glance abroad. 

“And now give me,” 
She said, “your pipe, for here we roisterers be 
In an old tap-room, varlets at our call. 
A stoup o’ wine we'll sup, and sing and brawl, 
And see the daylight in, each with his mug 
Beside him on the table, or a jug, 
A leathern bottle brimmed, to yield a sup 
When he reels home and trips and tumbles up 


To sit and eye the moon and troll a catch, 
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And, when the night wind hollows, knows the watch 
Is after him, yet heaves a drunken shout. 


Give me your pipe, man, and I’ll act it out.” 
ME pip 


Wayne scowled at her. How could he let her guess 
Him no such jolly dog as this, confess 
The midnight hour found him housed, asleep, 
Because he held a man a fool to keep 
His muscles shaking and his nerves astir. 
He was ashamed and, reddening, frowned at her 
And mumbled sulkily: 

“No, I don’t smoke.” 


“You don’t?” she laughed. ‘Oh, nonsense! that’s 
your joke. 

But never mind. It'll be all the better, 

To do it without props, yet to the letter. 

The first verse isn’t mine. It is as full 

Of honest English earth as Yorick’s skull. 

They sang it in old English taverns, nights 

When dim rush candles were the only lights 


102 Mitten Prior 


And feet fell shuffling on the sanded floor. 
Only one verse has lived. I wrote two more, 
And not ’arf bad! You listen, and come in 


On ‘chorus.’ Now let’s make a merry din.” 


She threw herself back, lolling, in a chair 
Beside the table, and her right hand there 
Groped for the unseen mug whereof she drank 
Between the staves, while her lax body sank 
Lower and lower, and her outstretched legs 
Stuck from their silken tissue stiff as pegs, 
And one wild wavering hand beat drunkenly 


The riotous time out on her shaking knee. 


“ Of all the birds that ever I see, 
The owl is the fairest in her degree; 
For all day long she sits in a tree, 
And when night comes, away flies she. 
Te whit te whoo! 
To whom drinkst thou? 


Sir Knave, to you. 
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This song is well sung, I make you a vow 
And he is a knave that drinketh now! 
Nose, nose, jolly red nose! 

And who gave thee that jolly red nose? 
Cinnamon, ginger, nutmeg and cloves, 


And that gave me my jolly red nose. 


Of all the vines that grow from the ground 
The grape is the finest that ever I found. 
In vats and vineyard great mercies abound 
So man may drink till he falls in a swound. 
Odds cups and casks! 
Is night time o’er? 
Who is’t that asks? 
For morning’s a lackey that crawls to the 
door 
With: ‘Wassail to midnight! one rouse more!’ 
Nose, nose, jolly red nose! 
And who gave thee thy jolly red nose? 
Cinnamon, ginger, nutmeg and cloves, 


And that gave me my jolly red nose. 
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Of all the songs that ever I see, 
The Song of the Nose is the one for me. 
A rousing ditty, a catch or a glee, 
They tune my pipes, wherever I be. 

The lips! the eyes! 

The lustrous glow 

Of Beauty dies. 
But after old Death has dealt me his blow, 
This song shall be sung by knaves, I know. 
Nose, nose, jolly red nose! 
And who gave thee thy jolly red nose? 
Cinnamon, ginger, nutmeg and cloves, 
And that gave me my jolly red nose.” 


And while the women sat subdued to shame 

At the lewd scene, and Wayne was all aflame 
With wondering how he could have lived, to miss 
Such riotous, rightful sport, such lusty bliss 
Due the imperial body’s quickening, 

She was transformed, and came up with a spring 


To stand, all grace, a decorous lady fair, 
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Not one breath quickened, or one ordered hair 
At variance on her lightly lifted head. 


“Good night, good folk. I’ll come again,” she said, 
Caught up her furry mantle, slipped it on 
Before they half had stirred, and so was gone. 


“Rob, you must see her home, it is so dark,” 
Said Ellen, at the door. She listened. ‘“‘Hark! 
She’s singing still. O mother, come an’ hear. 
It sounds like Christmas carols. Run, Rob dear, 
An’ overtake her.” 

He stood dull, at gaze, 
Thinking he knew not what, his face ablaze, 
And strangely shuddering. The mother went 
About the room, feebler, he saw, and bent 
With her sad groping, setting chairs arow 
And making tidy for the morning. 

“Go,” 

He barked at her, ‘‘to bed. You needn’t look 
As if the world was all a pious book. 


106 Mite n “Prror 


I say there’s folks in it we never’ve seen. 
An actress! oh, a singer, yes, a queen! 
That’s what they call it in the city papers, 
Queen o’ the movies. Why, they cut such capers 
All night an’ every night in cities. Lord! 
If I ain’t tired!” 
And upon the word 
He dropped into a chair and bent his head 
Down on the table. 
“Mother, come to bed.” 

So Ellen made her signal, and they crept 
Upstairs together, but before they slept 
Each conjured up a sweet deceiving show 
Of an unmoved acceptance. 

“Don’t you know 
He ain’t himself?” said EHen. ‘‘He don’t mean 
One word of it. I’m sure he’s never seen 
Such carryin’s on. I b’lieve his nerves are worn 
To fiddle-strings, she sung so wild, just torn 
To tatters, you might say. This rainy spring 
Has tried him, made him fret like everything.” 
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The mother met her, smiling. 

“Half asleep 
He was,” she said. “They can’t expect to keep 
Their tongues an’ tempers when they’re tired out. 
But that strange woman! when she sung about 
The babies stole away to fairyland! 
She ain’t a mother, or she’d understand 
Babies don’t go to any such queer places. 
We mothers know. We’ve seen their little faces 
In dreams, too many times, these lonesome years. 
We know we're goin’ to meet ’em where all tears 
Are wiped away. Your little brother, now! 
Why, he’s with father. You an’ I shall go, 
Each in our time. Now, run. Rob’s comin’, dear. 
We mustn’t let him find us whisperin’ here. 
When menfolks snap, there ain’t no greater blunder 
Than fussin’ round ’em. We must stan’ from 


under.” 


Now it appeared that these three were no more 
To be alone. The lady, at their door, 
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Stood smilingly, as day by day the rain 

Still hindered planting, and she came again 

In sunlit hours, and always with a plea 

For help of some sort. Would Wayne kindly see 
Whether the locker over by the pond 

Were safe from dampness? Oh, she was so fond 
Of her boat cushions she could hardly bear 

To find them, of a sudden, mildewed there! 

She strolled along with him, and at the boat 
Carelessly bade him take an oar and float 

With her, a languid loitering, where he pleased, 
And she would sing to him. And yet she teased 
As she bewitched him. She had wilful ways, 
And though half mockingly she bade him praise 
Her choice of songs, she never would repeat 

A line, a word, a measure; half a beat, 
Although he bade her gruffly, then imploring, 
And gloomed at her with aching eyes, adoring 
Either the memory of a cadence lost 

Or her who made it. A bright stinging frost, 


A crystal coldness, won from his desire 
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Not answering coldness but augmented fire. 

She bred in him a dumb despair lest all 

He longed for straightway flee beyond recall; 

And when he hummed for her the tune he wanted, 

She raised her voice and drowned him out and 
chanted 

New strains, as if, although the soul might yearn 

For lost delights, it never could return 

To any sweetness loved and deeply known, 

But must flit on, unsolaced and alone. 

She sang for Ellen also. But to her 

She proved a gentle playmate. Bitter myrrh 

And enervating incense to the man 

She was and would be, so her impulse ran 

As her endeavor, but this stainless child 

She petted lazily and often whiled 

An hour away with her, from day to day, 

And told her tales, to hear what she would say, 

See her lips open at a fairy story 

She more than half found true, and catch the glory 


Great love was ever summoning to her eyes, 
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When poets sang the adventurous heart’s emprise 
And she began to guess the world was full 

Of lovers such as she and Wayne. How dull 

She must have been to think her rose the first 
That ever into petalled wonder burst! 


They walked together, one day, through the wood, 
And where the opulent sun unloosed a flood 

Only to filter to a flickering ray 

Through jealous boughs, the lady paused, to say: 


**I never reach this nook but what I think 

It almost eerie. Two have stopped to drink 

Here sometime from the beaker of wild love 

Or madness, or some desperate prisoner strove 

To snap his fetters, thence*to go forth free. 

You know, I think. Now break the charm. Tell 


» 


me. 


Ellen stood looking at her, terrified. 


It was no more the lady at her side 
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But a witch woman who could pierce the heart 
Within your breast, so true she winged her dart, 
So wizard wise the augury she feigned. 
And Ellen, fascinated, felt constrained 
To strict obedience, and answered, hot 
With anger at complying: 

“Tt is not 
Like any other place to me. I found 
My husband here, he me. This very ground 
Was where we met an’ spoke that day in spring 
An’ saw there never could be anything 
For either of us ever but to stay 


Together, promised, as we were that day.” 


The lady touched her trembling hand. 
“Oh, yes,” 
She said, “you needn’t tell me. I can guess 
“What happened: blushing glances! sweet alarms! 
‘They rushed,’ it reads, ‘into each other’s arms.’ 
No! no! don’t look so shocked. Of course you did. 
Why, child, old Nature’s sorceries can’t be hid, 
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Or even denied. You act as if the door 

To love and longing never swung before, 

And let two pretty playmates slip inside. 

The world was turning ere you were a bride 

Or he a husband. Lord, child! look him over 
And own you’ve got a wonder of a lover, 

But simple as the earth, as true to fate 

That drives a man like him to find a mate 

In every copse, in every cycled life; 

And yet you see him husband and you wife 
Forever and forever! sterile doom! 

Old Nature’ll keep on weaving at her loom 

After you’re clothed. Just as you found her weaving, 
So she’ll continue, even though you’re leaving 
The scene to go—you don’t know where! But he, 
This man of yours, why, he’s no sanctity 

Of plighted troth. Oh, straight now as a string 
No doubt he is! But don’t risk anything 

By mooning on to him about true love 

And everlasting faith, when you can’t prove 


Your case. Why, look, you child! this very spot, 
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These trees, this sky, this earth, have, like as not 
Seen him a million times rush on his mate. 


You’re lucky now, to get him, though so late.” 


“Here?” Ellen cried. ‘‘Here, an’ before that day, 


tee 


As he met me? Oh, what a thing to say 
The lady smiled and cooed caressingly: 


“No, no, dear child. I only mean that he 

Has lived upon this earth before, like you 

And me, the purgatorial ages through, 

And all the countless millions, men and beasts, 
Who haunt this mortal life, lounging at feasts, 
Crawling in gutters, working out the lot 

Doomed to o’ertake them when, to pay their scot, 
They leave the body, and flow back again 

Here to fulfil their destiny of pain, 

Or spiritual freedom, as the law elects.” 


“Oh,” Ellen breathed, ‘‘don’t you believe the texts 
That tell us all about it, how we go 
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To heaven when we die? The Book says so. 


You don’t mean all the Bible isn’t true?” 


“T only mean,” the lady said, ‘“‘that you 

Don’t realize there are other faiths than one. 

My creed sprang into being when the sun 

Hatched the first eggs of life, and men were born 
And lived and died, and guesswork was outworn 
And patched a million times before your Christ 
Came in his turn and burnt away the mist 
Gathering again about the creeds of eld. 

But still the creeds were there and they were held, 
And are to-day, by many a master mind. 

Now let me tell you. See if you don’t find 

The truest truth in them. Thus: when you die, 
According to your sins, whether you lie 

Or steal or slander, or grow foul with greed 

And fat indulgence, your just, rigorous meed 

Of hunger or of pain you will be given. 

For some there may be what your Book calls heaven, 


Because they really have abjured this earth 
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And cast her lures behind them. A new birth 

Is theirs into some lighter, lovelier sphere. 

But those who served earth only, straightway 
here 

They must return to bodies lower, higher, 

According to the bonds of their desire. 

A man who guzzled, wallowed, he’d be born 

From a sow’s belly. And a creature torn 

By fiercer passions, darting lusts and rage, 

Might live a tiger, and yet age on age 

He could climb upward, through defeat and pain, 

And sometime he might walk, a man, again.” 


“But Rob! ” cried Ellen. “Telling me he stood 
Here in some life before! ” 

The lady’s mood 
Grew ever graver as she turned the minute 
This way and that, to find the drama in it. 


“Because,” she said, “‘he is a simple soul, 


And yet a sweet one. As the ages roll, 
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They'll catch him like light ballast, toss him here 
And there. He never has got anywhere 

By what you’d call aspiring. When he moved 
Upon this earth before, he must have loved 
And coupled like the squirrels, found a mate 
On every earthly journey, and this late 

Green trysting spot, the loveliest in his life, 
Marked an advance: no mistress, but a wife. 
He’s lived and paired as simply as the brutes 
In woods and waters. Any medium suits 

So primitive a mind. But if he sins 

Deeply, deliriously, ah! then begins 

His torment. If he’s cruel, passionate, vain, 
Hard-hearted, murderous, why, he’!l come again 
To an earth body, and it may be guessed 

He’ll have some tough experience, nor rest 
Until his retributions are outworn. 

According, then, to justice, he’ll be born 

Into a higher type. But you, my dear, 

You needn’t worry. You will scarce be here 


Again. Your earth life is complete, I know. 
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And when the cord is snapped you’ll straightway go 
To what you’ve called your heaven.” 

“*T shall stay, 
With him,” Ellen cried wildly. ‘There’s no way 
For me but his, no pleasant flowery road 
I seek to tread, even the path to God, 
Unless he takes it with me. Could they do, 
These laws, a wrong so great as part us two? 
But tell me! tell me! what way we could find 
Out of this cruel justice? God is kind. 
He must know means to bring me right back here, 
If Rob is coming. Can’t I choose to bear 
His sins as well as mine? The service says 
We twain are one. An’ if my mortal days 
I spend for him, why can’t we both, forgiven, 
Together go to what you call my heaven?” 


‘*Because,”’ the lady said, “you don’t belong 
To the same plane of life. Desire is strong 
In you for duty, and you’ve made your fate 
As he’s made his. No doubt he’ll expiate 
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His carnal sins. You needn’t have been so good. 
But since you are! Oh, haven’t I understood?” | 
She cried, eyes wide ashine at latent drama. 

‘At least I see a way to outwit Brahma 

And all the judges of the heavenly courts. 

You must become a criminal of sorts, 

And presently you’ll bump a lower plane. 
Another sin, another, and Rob Wayne 

And you might just as easily be born 

Two of a furry litter, and some morn 

Run pattering through these very woods, and lie 
Housed in one burrow, under summer’s sky. 

To sin, my child! there’s your recourse, to sin! 


You'd better lose no time ere you begin.” 


“T think,” said Ellen, breathless, “if this plan 
Is, as you say, the punishment of man, 

Then neither joy nor sorrow, death or birth, 
Nor even love of man and wife is worth 

The pain that goes to them. You may be right, 
You’ve read so many books. And yet the light 
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My mother sees that shows her how to live 
The heavenly life, commands her to forgive 
All cruelty—”’ 
She stopped lest she should tell 
Whose cruelty had made her mother’s hell. 
Out of the trysting place she slipped away. 
She could not look upon it more that day. 
And Lilla stretched her length upon the ground 
And laughed, a low limpidity of sound, 
A comment on the sweetest little fool 
Conceived by woman. Troubling the pool, 
A wife’s dull folly, seemed the merest fun, 
Not half intended, finished as begun. 
She had no clear idea of any creed 
Though she made shift to snatch one at her need, 
To sow ripe seeds of mischief where the soil 
Lay ready. All the world she found a foil 
For drama. So she lunged and cut and played 
At thrusts and never recked what wounds she made. 
And was it divination led her mind 


Straight as a harrying hound on scent, to find 
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This trysting spot had really been the goal 

Where the child’s waxing youth had paused, her soul 

Sought first its answer from the urge of life 

And driven her forth disordered by sweet strife 

Twixt body’s hunger and the soul’s reply? 

No: the keen questing of her practised eye 

Had snatched from Ellen a betraying look 

When they stood lingering here. An open book 

Lay the child’s flushing sanctities. Some play 

Had been played here, she knew, some throbbing 
day 

Choked the child heart to bursting. Now to know, 

Just from sheer cunning, why it moved her so 

And fixed her here, a musing worshiper, 

As if not even a breath might fitly stir 

The smallest leaf on a sequestering tree 

Once witness to some dear solemnity! 

So might a postulant, returned, adore 

At the deserted shrine he served before 

In his novitiate, the ghost alone, 


Limned on the air, of god and altar gone. 
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Ellen went hurrying homeward. She must learn 
If mother ever heard this tale, and turn 
To verse and chapter. Had the Bible said 
Such things about the poor tormented dead? 
She ran into the kitchen. Wayne stood there 
At gaze upon her mother, in a chair 
Leaned languidly, her drawn face wanly thin, 
The lips blue black above the ivory chin. 
He held a glass of water, and one hand 
Was on her wrist. She roused and tried to stand, 
Smiling at Ellen. 

“There, now, what a touse 
I’ve made,” she said, ‘‘upsettin’ the whole house 
With this old heart 0’ mine. Don’t do no more 
To rouse me up. I’ve had such spells before. 
No, don’t you stan’ here botherin’, you two. 
You’ve brought me out on’t, Rob, an’ I shall 


do.”’ 


He strode off silent to his work, and she 
Gazed up at Ellen, her face quiveringly 
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Beseeching the child heart to summon strength 
Out of its scattered forces, and at length 
When Ellen drew the grey head to her breast, 
Sitting beside her, said: 

“It’s good to rest 
A minute when it’s over. Yes, my Nell, 
I’ve had such times before. It’s jest as well 
You know it, dear. It might be easier 
When it does come for good. No, don’t you 

stir, 

An’ if you’re goin’ to cry, let mother hold you, 
If mother doesn’t feel she’d better scold you 
For cryin’ when she’s maybe goin’ to heaven 
Before you thought. I s’pose the chance is even 
That I might live along from year to year 


An’ feel no worse. But I ain’t got a fear.” 


And Ellen did not cry. She was too cold, 
Too sick with terror. She could only hold 
The dear head close, murmuring, as mothers do, 


Faint inarticulate lisps of love or woe. 
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That night, when she had crept into her bed, - 
Fresh from the mother’s room, Wayne roused and 


said: 


“T s’pose it’s hit you like the very deuce, 

This sickness 0’ your mother’s. What’s the use? 
The old have got to go. They fail an’ fail, 

An’ every year brings on another ail, 

Till they can’t stagger under ’em. I’m glad 

You know the worst so soon. But it’s too bad 
To have her potterin’ round, now she can’t do 

A hand’s turn scarcely. We must see her through. 
Though there are houses, hospitals an’ such, 
Where these bad cases go. They don’t ask much, 
I bet ye, they’re so pleased, I’ve heard, to try 
Experiments on them that’s goin’ to die. 

An’ if you swear you ain’t got anything 

To speak of, why, I guess they’d let you bring 
Her there for nothin’. Ain’t it God’s own luck 

I didn’t sell the wood lot? They'd ha’ stuck 


Her sure for somethin’ if they found ’twas her’n 
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As well as yours an’ mine. Well, live an’ learn! 
An’ I believe she’d better make it over, 

That an’ her widder’s thirds, to me. ”Iwould cover 
All claims for debt. You see, I ain’t her son, 


Though what is yours is mine. It could be done.” 


He slept, and Ellen stared into the dark, 

Wild wonder at her racing heart, yet stark 

As death along the frozen length of her. 

She dared not speak lest she should scream, nor 
stir 

For fear of plunging out into the night 

Somehow to make an end, before the light 

Could drag her frighted gaze upon his face 

And show new lines dug there, bidding her trace 

The bestial record of unnatural sin. 

Was Lilla right, and would he only win 

To some far heaven through agony, or never 

Drink of those bitter waters where forever 

Remedial anguish and repentance flow 


For such as fain would purge themselves, and go 
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Singing, for lightness, on the ancient road 

Her Bible said ran rough and straight to God? 
She tried to sleep and could not, thought she spoke, 
And, of a sudden, something clashed and broke 
Within her brain. And clearly now she saw 
What must be done. If God enforced the law 
That prisoned her and made all men its prey, 
Why, there were other laws beside! To-day 
The lady told what ignorant man could do 

To get ahead of God. It might be true 

That she herself was safe, not having sinned 
In ways God hated. Maybe He was kind 

To bunglers such as she. So weak a thing 

He might not think was half worth punishing. 
But surely He would say Rob’s sin was great: 
For it was murderous cruelty, this hate 

The man had for her mother, seeing her flag 
About the kitchen, more and more a drag 

On his advancement. It was not ill will, 

But racial instinct rising up to kill 

The mouse that ate his grain, or snare the bird 
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Pilfering at his cherries. She had heard 

The fretted note within his voice before 

It broke upon her mother. More and more 

She wondered why things wrought upon him so, 
Not guessing the full cause. How should she know 
Lilla had tuned his being to a key 

That hurt him like a wild disharmony, 

Chafing the nerves her beauty laid as bare 

As strings beneath the bow? Her eyes, her hair, 
He caught them wavering against the light; 

They crowded on his vision when midnight 

Had swept him in upon his thoughts. They pressed 
Into the dreams that flawed his battling rest. 
Familiar voices rasped him, summoning him 

To memories and desires now more dim 

Than those strange spirits Lilla roused, to walk 
The exotic dreamland of their daily talk. 

And when the mother’s silent plight would cry 

To his compassion, he could but defy 

The meek assault on nerves that hourly bore 


A harsher nettling and would bear no more, 
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As one who, stabbed to anguish, stands his ground 


But shrieks at a fly’s winging toward his wound. 


Two tasks had Ellen now, she told her brain: 

To save her mother from the sea of pain 

Where she must sink if,‘in an alien place, 

She waited death, and no familiar face 

Might at the last bend o’er her. Rob would say 
His wife must bide at home, nor be away 

Through planting, sowing, haying or, indeed, 
Whenever the earth called him. She must feed 
The hens and pigs, and keep a watchful eye 

Over the whole outdoor machinery. 

With better weather soon there would begin 

The rush of work, the rough, disordered din 

From barn and yard and field. She must not wait, 
She knew, an hour more. Her mother’s fate 

Hung upon haste. Her mother must be given 
Quiet, quick convoy toward that promised heaven 
Where God would welcome one who had not sinned, 
And was the dearer to Him, being blind. 
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And she herself would go, and lift the latch 

That yields upon that darkness. Hands would 
snatch 

Her mother into safety, father’s hands 

Perhaps, and for herself the burning sands 

And skies of hell were ready. She would see 

Her face in molten lakes and it would be 

The likeness of Rob’s face. They both must bear 

The beast’s mark when they met and greeted there. 

And they would seek out the dark stairs of time, 

Together bound, and so begin to climb 

Though pain and menacing portent dragged them 
back 

To earthy planes, along some wavering track, 

But yet together, and so on and on, 

Crippled, yet blesséd, being not alone. 


She rose that morning before Wayne awoke, 
And went in to her mother, laughed and spoke 
As if she had some mischief in her mind, 
Saying: 
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“Let’s play to-day. We'll go an’ find 
The checkerberry bed across the pond. 
The lady asked me once if I was fond 
Of rowin’, an’ I said I’d take the boat 
Some day an’ you an’ I alone would float 
Round for an hour or two. We’d surely come 
Back before she goes out. She stays at home 
Forenoons, you know, an’ you an’ I’d get through 
Long before ‘leven. Tell you what you do. 
You just lie still an’ rest you for the walk, 
An’ [’ll get breakfast. Oh, I’ll laugh an’ talk 
So he won’t miss you, ask, an’ think you’re sick, 


An’ when he’s gone to work, we'll be off quick.” 


Wayne ate in haste, and did not glance her way 
While she was serving him. She could not stay 
To sit at table, but moved here and there 
About the silent room. She did not dare 

Look on his face lest something at the last, 

A softness in his eyes—her breath came fast, 


As if it were a dream, this she had planned. 
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And yet she knew it was not. Stark command 
She held o’er her own pulses. When he took 
His cap and went, she did not turn to look, 

But set the mother’s tray with tempting food 
And poured her coffee, made it strong and good, 
To hearten her and prop her fainting breath 
For this dark journey to the door of death. 


That morning Lilla waked and was astir 
With light. Her merry devil tempted her 
To rise and roam afield and find out whether 
Some gold there was for her in radiant weather. 
And drooping prettily beneath a load 
Of two small books, she met Wayne on the road, 
And stopping, smiled up under wistful brows, 
Saying: 

**T know it’s something about cows, 
Or corn or oats or barley you are going 
So fast, or maybe it’s that tiresome sowing 
The rain has kept you from. But you can see 


About such things again. You can’t see me 
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After I’m gone. And maybe I shall go 
Back to the city in a day or so.” 


He stood and looked at her with glooming gaze 

Fixed hungrily. A mist, a golden haze 

Seemed to hang flickering o’er her where she 
stood 

Full in the morning sun. The obedient blood 

Came at her call and flushed her ivory cheek. 

Her eyes, half veiled, met his and seemed to seek 

Some boon he had to give. Some timorous plea 

They put he could have sworn none else might 
see; 

A page she turned he now at last must scan 


Or feel himself the shadow of a man. 


“Go? go?” he muttered. “You can go from here 
An’ leave—” 

But still it was not fully clear 
In his tumultuous mind what thing he thought: 
Only to sate his starving eyes, that sought 
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To con her beauty’s self, since they must part, 
And bid harsh memory grave it on his heart. 
But staring dumbly, he could only think 
How the curved heaven of her breast might sink 
And rise beneath the veiling of her gown 
And a man’s lips endure it, not to drown 
Their thirst within the shadowy cleft that lay 
Between twin sweetnesses. 

*“Now come and play,” 
She was entreating. ‘Such a spot I’ve found 
Up in the woods. A birch log on the ground 
Is just the throne for you, and I'll sit by 
And weave a wreath and crown your majesty. 
For you are a young god returned. You trod 
The earth long years before your Hebrew God 
Had sent you flying. The gods walk here yet, 
And you are one. Your name is Pan. Forget 
New England fences, pastures, barns and mows, 
And milking time and silly mooing cows, 
And come into the woods and be adored 


By trees and toads that know you for their lord.” 
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Like a mazed fool, he turned and followed on 

Lingering a pace behind her. She had gone, 

With her light step, no longer languidly, 

Up the wood road. And now she turned to see 

If recollection stirred in him or not: 

For she had brought him to the trysting spot, 

Her merry devil prompting her to peer 

Into his book of love, as Ellen’s. Here 

The two had met and plighted sober troth. 

Would he remember that? or had his oath 

Dissolved beneath the shower her wanton wiles 

Had rained upon his heart? Had her own 
smiles 

Dimmed memory of the lips he pressed at will, 


Or was he but an oaf, and loyal still? 


“It may be,” she said softly, “you have strayed 
Here to this spot before, and met some maid, 
And now for you her presence haunts the place. 
You hear a lingering step or see a face, 


More lovely than the morning, look on you, 
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The shimmer of gold tresses, eyes as blue 
As that bright patch of sky.” 
. He shook his head. 


“T never more’n half understand,” he said, 
“What you are drivin’ at. Why, all these places 


Here through the woods I know. But as to faces” — 


He paused, and could not think what things had been 
Before this trembling moment. Had he seen 
A face that was not hers? Or would there come 


A voice, a step? He wondered, and was dumb. 


“Sit there,” she said, “that fallen birch your throne, 
And I[’ll lie here upon the ground. A stone 

Shall be my pillow. That’s an old, old song 

About a lovesick maid. A dismal, long 

Lament it is, but I refuse to sing 

To-day about lost love or anything 

So sad. We'll say the world’s our very own, 


And here we are, to eat it up, alone.” 
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He sat there where she willed, wiped out, a clod, 
Her helpless butt. Was this to be a god, 
He wondered dumbly? Was she torturing him 
Because she found him dull? The woods grew 
dim 

Before his eyes. Farther than heaven from here, 
There was a house, a voice that called him Dear, 
A step once duly mating his, a grace 
That glowed, all softness, on an angel face. 
Too far! too far! he could not find the track 
Pointing that darkened way. The world was black. 
None but this circle of sun-filtered green 
Remained to him. If haply he might lean 
A little toward her, could he hear her say 
More clearly words she murmured where she lay, 
A slender length, all lovely, at his feet? 
She rose upon her elbow. Languorous, sweet, 
Her voice came beating. 

“No, you are not Pan, 
Not a young god, although so strong. A man, 


As Iam woman! I know who we are. 
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We are that wondrous, ever living pair 

Come down from days of eld. Wisdom are you 
Who sets the path of safety, and would go 
Plodding along to pious certainties. 

I am the world’s own witchery that defies 

All time, all good, all evil, all commands, 

And bears the earth’s continuance in its hands. 
And I can weave my spell upon you, bind 
Your very breath so you shall never find 

A way from out this wood forevermore. 


You had the key, but I have locked the door.” 


Thereon her voice rose richly, and she sang, 
And the green-golden air about them rang 
With faerie sound, and he leaned lower still 


And listened, void of conscious wish or will. 


“T had a key, a wondrous golden key 

To lock my heart against ill company. 

And I locked in myself. So none with me 
Were glad with wine and youth and minstrelsy. 
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And all was mine. My wondrous golden key 
Defended me from darkling destiny. 


One day I threw my wondrous golden key 

Out of the window for the world to see 

And steal, and storm my door and thenceforth be 
My guest with wine and youth and minstrelsy. 
And all was theirs and mine. My golden key 
Was lost, and I was lost eternally.” 


She moved a space, a snake upon the ground, 
And murmured: 

‘Long ago Witch Vivian bound 
Her spell on Merlin with her prisoning arms, 
And held him thralled until he taught her charms 
He knew and no man else. But I have thought 
She owned more ancient spells than he and wrought 
Them deeplier.”’ 

And so lilting drowsily 
And low, she laid her head against his knee. 
Then at her touch he started, crying out 
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As if he lost her and must find her, shout 
To wake her, wake the forest, wake the world 


To this amazement that about him whirled: 
“My God in Heaven! I don’t believe you’re good!” 


She hissed, the snake: 
“What’s goodness in a wood? 
The little rabbit and his little wife 
Trot here and there and live their little life. 
They eat and drink and love and mate and die 
Quite innocent of your theology. 
And we? the world’s another sort of wood, 
My friend. Be kind. Don’t beg me to be good.” 


He rose and took a step, his heart athrob. 

And she looked up at him. Was it a sob 

She wondered, choked the fool and made him quake 
As if an ague had him? Would he take 

To flight forthwith, or to the paradise 


He must see full foreshadowed in her eyes? 
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But like a sword between them swept a scream, 

A shrill long misery of sound. A gleam 

Shot into his awakened eyes. He ran, 

No more a clod, a splendor of a man, 

Full armed with nerve and muscle for a fray 

He knows not what. She, too, was swift away 

Upon his heels. Still the voice mounted, rent 

The air, the forest roof, the skyey tent, 

And as Wayne ran, he knew it was his name 

The sharp notes broke on. Clamorous it came, 

As Echo tossed it to the farthest rim 

Where sister Echoes lurked, and back to him. 

When he crashed through the bushes where they 
bound 

The pond’s dark margin, he threw on the ground 

His cap and shoes and jacket, waded out 

Over the shelving bank, and with a shout: 

“I’m comin’, Nell!” straightway began to swim, 

Not staying to wonder what awaited him, 

But seeing only at the first swift glance 


There well away within the pond’s expanse, 
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The boat half swamped, the gunwale’s quivering 
curve 

Secure in rippled danger. It would serve, 

He saw, until he came. One woman clung 

With both hands to the stern. The other hung, 

He guessed, there out of sight, yet still secure 

The while the mother called. His eyes grew 
dour 

With loving anger at the risk she’d taken, 

His Ellen, silly young one! when she’d shaken 

The water from her eyes and got her breath 

He'd scold her soundly for so tempting death 

By careless didoes! Lost an oar, maybe, 

Or paddled in the water foolishly, 

Choosing the spot to do it where the pond 

Was bottomless, so Wickham said. Beyond, 

A couple o’ rod or two, they could have found 

A foothold, whereas here they might have 
drowned. 

And now he reached the boat and stared, and 
cried: 
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“God! is it you?” 

There at the mother’s side 
He paddled dumbly, seeing only her 
As in a dreadful dream. She did not stir, 
Nor turn her face toward him, nor loose the clasp 
Her knotted hands kept on the boat, a grasp 
Tightened by panic to extremest strength, 
But swayed in silence with the boat. At length 
—A second like an hour, a Judgment Day— 
She turned and opened her locked lips to say: 


“Ellen! O Ellen! Rob, don’t think of me.” 
And then: ‘“‘My God in heaven! I can’t see!” 


She had not seen for years, and yet no faint 
Murmured lament, no sudden sharp complaint 

Had passed her lips before, and at the word 

Even Wayne remembered he had never heard 

A whisper from her, touching her lost sight. 

Yet, frenzied, now she shrieked to heaven for 


light. 
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More than the pang of finding her alone, 
More than his dread, it shook him to the bone. 


“Where is she? ” he called loudly, at her ear, 
As if, not seeing, she could not even hear. 
“Did she go under? Has she swum ashore?” 


‘*We rowed out here, an’ then she lost an Oar, 

The anguished voice returned. “She jumped an’ 
tried 

To haul it in, careened the boat, the side 

Dipped under water, an’ I pitched an’ fell 

An’ rose an’ grabbed the gunwale. I can’t tell 

No more. But find her! find her! as for me, 

Ill drown or not as pleases God. But she, 

- She must be somewheres near. She ain’t gone down 

Without a word to me. She couldn’t drown 

An’ leave me here.” 

Now Lilla came. She floated 

Like wind-blown sea-drift up to them, white- 

throated, 
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White-armed, a white gleam under watery shadows, 
Like hoar frost glittering on cloud-misted meadows. 
She had stayed only to drop off her dress, 
And now her limbs, an ivory loveliness, 
Moved in lax rhythm, as if her native zone 
Were water, and she reigned in it alone. 
Stripped to one garment, so she wafted past 
And waited, all her senses keen. At last 
She saw, and peered again. 

“What’s that?” she cried. 
“Look down there, Rob. Yes, right there at your 

side. 

You see her, don’t you? I believe her arm 
Is caught. The rudder holds it. You can’t harm 
It if I turn the rudder so. Now lift 
For all you’re worth. Here, Mrs. Prior! you shift 
Your weight a couple of inches. Give him room. 
Take a good hold, Rob. Gentle now! she’ll come.” 


Which was the heavier burden the man bore 


From weltering water to unsmiling shore? 
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Was it his Ellen, trailing loosened locks 

And flaccid arms, the emptiness that mocks 

At love’s remembered raptures, or the stone 

That was his heart, while now his lips made moan 
And the dark lava of their deep despair 

O’erflowed his world and scorched the unfeeling 


air? 


Lilla, behind them at a long arm’s length, 
Came with the mother. Practice, art and strength 
Gave her a gay abandon. Here at last 
Was life indeed. She quickened, swimming fast 
And faster, landed, laid her burden down 
And waited, breathless. Never a glance at gown 
Or shoes she gave but, while the water dripped 
From throat and ankles and her garment clipped 
Her like a skin, she called to Wayne: 

“Strike out! 
Why, you’re not crying! what a silly lout! 
This is first aid, dear idiot. Lay her here, 
And do just what I tell you. Never fear! 
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We'll have her breathing in an hour or two, 
Or I’m a Dutchman. That’s right. Leave her so. 
And could your mother manage to get home 
And have hot water ready when we come? ” 


The mother rose, without a word, and went 

Like one some mandate of a god has sent 

On a dread quest. Her hands she timorously 
Stretched out to right and left, to greet each tree 
And beg it not to hurt her. So she seemed 

A living rood, an awful symbol dreamed 

By some despairing priest, who wakes to find 
Man’s self the emblem of man’s tortured mind. 
Her seeking foot explored the woodland way 

As if no other erst had trodden it, gay 

With red-cupped moss, bordered by wintergreen, 
A hundred loves she knew, and had not seen 

For years on years. But now their fragrant breath 
Rose to her tread, exhaling Death! and Death! 
Death there behind her in the shuddering wood, 
Death to the world, the dear, the wise, the good, 
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And Ellen!-like an anguished litany, 
She cried aloud: 
“OQ Lord God! I can’t see! ” 


And so at last, her perilous way foredone, 
Though after dizzying zones of chill and sun, 
She stumbled to her house, grown now a tomb, 


And threw it wide; for Ellen to come home. 


Lilla meanwhile, like a swift woodland wraith, 
Bare-armed, untrammeled, bent there in the path 
Where Ellen lay, and toiled, to blow new breath 
Into her laden lungs. At grips with death 

She strove and swore, and Wayne in silence moved 
But as she bade. The loveliness he loved 

Lay limp before them. Almost it was wrong, 

He dumbly felt, these stillnesses among, 

So to mishandle her, to stir those arms, 

That breast, rising no more to quick alarms 

Love and love’s anguish equally had brought. 

Like a sick child he moaned, and while he wrought, 
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His eyes were upon Lilla. Every look 

She shot him rang out like an oath. He took 

His orders from her, whispers, curt commands, 

Alike. For Ellen’s life lay in her hands. 

And Lilla moved as in an ecstasy, 

All pride and power. That there were none to 
see 

Save this poor fool who did not even know 

The alphabet of action, and might go 

Home blubbering to dig his darling’s grave 

Unless she kept him working here to save 

This lovely shell of life, this sweetest clod 

The gods e’er made, and hold it up to God, 

Crying: “Now are we equal, You and I. 

You can create. And—yes, You make them die! 

Behold me raise the dead. Howe’er You strive 

To slay her, she shall walk once more alive.” 

This was the top of time to her, the tower 

She had been building when, short hour by hour, 

She saw life passing, and no flaming minute 


Had dawned to crown her regal presence in it. 
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And as she worked, in a swift accurate rage 

Of governance, this became to her a stage 
Where unseen lookers-on beheld her grace 

And read the histrionics of her face. 

This was high pageantry, and earth and sky 
Would wonder at consummate artistry. 

As for the man, he did not even guess 

What miracle of darting loveliness 

Moved there before him. Lilla might have been 
Swaddled in sackcloth for aught he had seen: 
Not shadows trembling on her pulsing skin, 

Nor how she sprang, a nymph all grace, to win 
This wild terrific battle, at such odds, 

Not with dim circumstance but hostile gods. 
No, he might readily have thought she stripped 
To swim and work the more unhindered, slipped 
About the forest spaces rhythmical 

As April raindrops, so no least footfall 

Be wasted, and all this to bring to life 

A woman of much worth in being his wife. 


The fool! in spite of him, it was her day 
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For flaming action, playing out her play, 
And some would lend, the gods, the conquering 
sun, 
Bright skyey plaudits when the game was won. 
An hour she wrought in silence. He, as still 
As a dumb servitor, hung on her will. 
Another hour and, ominously, a cloud 
Drifted upon her mind. She voiced aloud 
Her greatening premonition: 
“T don’t know 

Whether we can do more. We'd better go 
Home with her now.” 

“You give it up? ”’ he said, 


With sombre dulness. ‘“‘So you own she’s dead.” 


He bent himself to Ellen, lifted her 

So gently not a crushed leaf seemed to stir 
Beneath her, laid her body tenderly 

Across his breast and turning, not to see 
Aught but his inward vision, strode away 
Through the green stillness to the outer day. 
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Lilla, her flimsy arrogance all spent, 

Stood there a space, slipped on her gown and went 

Home through the woods she thought but now 
would seem 

Forever a wild Broceliande of dream 

Where she had looked a spectre in the face 

And conquered it, where a swift moment’s grace 

Not the great gods but her own will had given 

To pay her for the lack of that bright heaven 

The pious bargain for. And now the world, 

Two hours ago a pilfered bauble, hurled 

From her own hand along an errant curve 

While she stood, calmly insolent, to serve 

With accurate aim and foul the game of fate, 

Recovered its prim orbit. Raging hate 

Raced through her bosom for the dullard earth 

And cynic chance that brought the egg to birth, 

For handsome farmers and their handsome wives, 

And all the dynasty of death that thrives 

In ennui, breeding spore on spore, to fill 


The veins with torpor, sap the wasting will, 
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And wakes from acquiescent sloth, to cry 


From yawning lips: “Yea, all is vanity! ” 


It was the evening of the sacred day, 

The third, the last allotted mortal clay 

To lie in simple state within the walls 

—Or humble hovel or imperial halls— 

Where it had walked in life. So Ellen stayed, 
A pale tranquillity. The grave was made 

By neighbors’ hands, and she was laid therein, 
So waxen sweet she looked withouten sin 

As a rapt angel might, in shape of earth, 

Held back a mystic moment from bright birth 
Into some ravished air where seraphs sing 
The story of the soul’s awakening. 

Through the dread cycle of these ordered days 
Wayne walked alone, as in a blinding maze, 
And yet responding when a voice would ask 
How to fulfil for him some friendly task 
About the house or barn. He would not brook 
A word of Ellen. When they bade him look 
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Once only in the course of those dark hours 

To see her rippling hair outshine the flowers 
The spring had heaped about her, he but stared 
And said he knew ’twas so. She’d always cared 
A good deal about blooms. 


But now—but now—” 


He stopped, strode to the barn and climbed the mow 
And sat there in the dusty dark, head bent 

Upon his shaking knees, dulled out, forespent, 

Not finding even any breath to moan, 


His body aching and his heart a stone. 


So she was buried, and a silence fell 

That night upon the house. He tried to tell 
The mother and the kind old nurse who stayed 
To help about the work, he was afraid 

He’d have to be out late. He felt all right, 
Only he’d got to do some things that night. 


So from their soft persuasion he had flown 


Up to the trysting place, and laid him down 
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On the hard ground, and closed his eyes and slept 
And waked to wonder where he was, and wept 
Wild tears, and rose and walked, a prisoner’s tether, 
Across the spot where they had clung together. 
Perhaps he was remembering, or only 

He felt her nearer here and was less lonely. 

The owl called close at hand, and bade him hark 
To the strange flitting fancies of the dark. 

What if, he wondered, he should hear a cry? 

He scarce dared stir, lest it should pass him by, 
Not understood. Might Ellen from her bed 

Call out to him, bidding him ease her head 
Upon his arm? No coffined cushioning 

It craved—but that dear rest she used to fling 
Herself upon, to drown him, lying there, 

In the faint fragrance of her flooding hair. 

The inherited spell was on him, laid on man 
From ancient time since mourning minds began 
To seek the lost belovéd in the breeze, 

The budding earth, the sentient air, the trees. 
She had withdrawn into the deep of things, 


154 i ben 2 rao8 


Unplumbed, unknown. No swift angelic wings 
Had borne her to a heaven of burnished gold 
Studded with gems bright as their names. The old 
And deep dubiety cried there aloud 

Through the hushed, vocal night, that any cloud 
Floating above him, each least drop of rain, 
Might hold her essence, but no more again 
Could she return, or he seek out the track 

To her celestial refuge. Threatening, black, 

Her heaven lowered, a refuge of belief 

Alone for her, for him a hell of grief 

A penanced man might grovel all his life 

To bargain for, and still not find his wife 

In such a movie of remitted sin. 

For look! a lie! the earth had drawn her in 

And smothered her. It crushed upon her now, 
Poor crumbling corpse! It could not let her go. 
So his mind wandered. So it paused a pace 
Outside that secret shrine, that holy place 
Where song in mounting measure lifts the head 


Chanting low requiems for lovers dead, 
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Finding their vanished beauties flood the light 

Of day to new effulgence, star the night 

With brightened galaxies, and, sleeping, wake 

The dawn to rosier richness for their sake. 

His grief could follow her as deep as earth 

And hell; but for her buried beauty’s birth, 

A rain of loveliness, a world of flowers, 

A madder measure for the dancing hours, 
Something augmented, something bound to range 
Wider, through ever widening halls of change, 
When death had flung her beauty to the wind: 
These things were far from him. That she was kind 
—Oh, she had loved him!—this he sharply knew; 
And she was dead. The morning’s brightened blue 
Chilled the dim east. He rose and took his way 
To work and the inexorable day. 


All night the mother had been watching, sore 

At her soft heart for him, and grieving more 

For his dumb misery than anything 

That now might touch herself. No sun could bring 
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Small solacements of earth to her lost sight; 

She must brood on in that unbroken night. 
Henceforth no voice would thread the destined dark 
As Ellen’s used, to rouse her, bid her hark 

To friendly leaves, tap-tapping on the pane, 

To birds’ delirious lilt or fall of rain 

—A tune they knew it played on the long slant 
Above the eaves—no tender ministrant 

Was to be hers forever between life 

As the world lives it and the darkling strife 
Beating like surging armies in her mind. 

Her little world was near, it might be kind, 

Yet, Ellen gone, nothing remained to do 

But set her house in order and then go 

Fast as her broken pinions could upsoar, 

Faint, blind and breathless, to the promised door,— 
A gem, it might be, as the Bible said, 

Or but the veil of her belovéd dead. 

With the first warmth of coming light she heard 
Wayne’s step along the path that cleft the yard, 
The way to milking, and made breakfast ready 
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In haste, bidding her pulse be firm and steady, 
And called the nurse, saying they’d sit at table, 
Not wait for Rob. He’d come when he was able. 
She thought menfolks were best off left alone 
Until they’d had their food. Poor Rob had shown 
How tired he was—wore out—these last few days. 
She hoped he’d take a little time an’ laze 
About an’ see ’f he couldn’t get some wonted 
To life again. 

And now Wayne came and grunted 
A brief good morning to them, sat and ate, 
And the two women served his cup and plate, 
And, silent, so had mercy. And he went 
Out to his work again, surprised, content 
That they could read his mind and, being good, 
Would at least leave him to his brutish mood. 


A week dragged by, and a blank stillness reigned 
Within the house. As the sun waxed and waned, 
The man wrought savagely, and every night 

Threw himself down half dressed, and with the light 
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" Rose and strode out again to desperate labor. 
He had no word for family or neighbor, 
But hurled his unleashed strength into the ground 
As if he fought against a foe, and found 
Terrific joyance, since he could not kill 
The earth herself, in setting his wild will 
To sap the very life within his veins 
By such mad lavishment, such passionate pains 
As men give only to a spendthrift haste, 
A drunken thrift, an unregarding waste 
Of the poor body’s best. 
Now Wickham came 
One morning to the door. Unwonted shame 
Mantled his face. He stammered, ‘‘ Well!” and 
Well!” 
And seemed to have uneasy news to tell 
But could not manage it. At last: 
“*She’s gone,” 
He said, “‘that Lilla has. But not alone. 
A week ago to-day she sent a wire, 


A man’s name, in the city. Asked to hire 
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My car to take ’em back if he should come. 
Said suthin’ was to pay. She must go home. 
He come, as you might say right on the dot, 
Kissed her, he did, an’ seemed to think a lot 
Of all the rest of us for bein’ so good— 
She told him that—an’ said he understood, 
Seein’ the place, how much the change had done 
To build her up. Well, I wa’n’t never one 
To fetch a bone nor carry, but, by thunder! 
You can’t but have your thoughts, an’ now I 
wonder 
Whether they’re man an’ wife, or whether he 
Is hangin’ on in hopes they’re goin’ to be. 
Well, that’s by no means what I come to say. 
They got off, bag an’ baggage, that same day, 
The very one after what happened here—” 
He halted now, aghast, stumbling so near, 
He saw, to Ellen’s name. “As to that boat, 
I asked her if she meant to let her float 
Till I could send the damned thing after her. 
She shook her head an’ got no furderer 
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Than sayin’ ‘No!’ an’ ‘No!’ An’ once again 
I asked, an’ she says: ‘Give it to Rob Wayne.’” 


“To me?” Wayne cried. ‘‘She left the thing for 
me?” 

“Yes,” Wickham said. ‘‘I told her it would be 

An awful shame to have it meet your eyes 

Though but by accident. ‘A man’s wife dies,’ 

I says, ‘an’ ’tain’t no wonder he can’t bear 

The leastest thing that brings it back.’ But there! 

I won’t gointothat. I’ve done my job. 

Last thing, she says: ‘I leave the boat for Rob.’ 

So now I’ve hauled it up there on the bank. 

She’s gone, an’ you won’t never have to thank 

Her for ’t. An’, Wayne, if you should feel to sell 

The whole damned outfit, let me know. I’ll tell 

The folks along the Branch. You’ve but to say 

The word. [ll cart the devilish thing away. 

The cushions, too, she left, her parasol— 

My wife took that—I told her to—the shawl 

Stowed there for chilly nights. I s’pose they went 
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All of ’em with the boat. I guess she meant 
They should. But I says to the wife, says I, 

If I was in Wayne’s place, I’d ruther die 

Than see em round. Them city folks! they think 
A common man ain’t got his feelin’s. Sink 

The blasted thing I will, if you say so. 

Anything I can do, jest let me know.” 


He turned, and pausing, came again to say: 


“‘Ain’t folks the queerest? Sophy now, that day 
Them two were goin’, wouldn’t say good-bye 

To Lilla. Mother, she see Lilla try 

To jam a bill into her hand, but she— 
Sophy—why, mother says she never see 

A girl so mad. She threw it on the ground, 

An’ Lilla left it there, an’ mother found 

Sophy had tore it into little bits. 

Mother’s so mad, she stood an’ give her fits. 

She says to her, says she: ‘My land alive! 
You wicked girl! why, that bill was a five! ’ 
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Wayne neither heard nor answered. Past all care 
For desultory gossip, he stood there 
Gripping the door frame. Swollen crimson cords 
Stood out upon his forehead. Strangled words 
Were struggling in his throat, though now his friend 
Had turned again to go. They seemed to rend 
His brain, his laboring heart, words wildly whirling, 
Against the insensate sky their frenzy hurling, 
Words turned upon himself, words pitiful 
Over man’s torment. ‘God! I must keep cool,” 
He groaned, at length. ‘I’ve got too much to do 
To waste my breath in cussin’.””’. Stumbling through 
The sitting-room and kitchen to the shed, 
He muttered savagely: ‘‘The dead are dead, 
An’ here I be alive.” 
The mother came, 

Groping her heedful way. 

“Now, don’t you blame 
Me,” so she smiled, “for venturin’ to stan’ there 
Listenin’ to you an’ Wickham. I can’t bear 


To think there’s other trials to go through, 
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That boat an’ all. But now, Rob, don’t you do 
Nothin’ in anger—” 

For he caught his axe 
And felt the edge, shaking away the lax 
Reminding pressure of her timid hand. 


“You needn’t preach,” he said. ‘‘I understand 
What lays before me better’n you could tell 

If you should talk a hunderd years. A hell 

There is for murderers, a hell for boats, 

Such as some are. So long as that thing floats, 
The Devil won’t get it, though he has got me. 

But when we’re both broke up, why, then you'll 


see!” 


He gripped the axe, turning and hurrying out 
Like one pursued. The mother heard him shout 
Wild adjurations to himself. He ran, 

Hunted by all the hounds that harry man, 

And she groped after, calling upon God 

And upon Ellen: 
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‘Help me find the road, 
The loggin’ road! Don’t let me lose the way. 
O listen, Lord! I ain’t got strength to pray 
An’ foller, too, but oh, You lead me on, 


An’ let me strike the path his feet have gone.” 


And Wayne ran blindly also. The green track 

Lay bright before him, and yet burnt in black 
Upon his straining eyeballs. When he came 
Crashing upon the boat, a lurid flame 

Wavered across the murk before his eyes. 

He saw it red. ‘An’ so the murderer dies,” 

He muttered, “‘dies as dead as her it killed.” 

He raised his axe and struck. The onslaught filled 
The affrighted forest with a clamorous crowd 

Of hurrying cries, and louder and more loud 

The echoes hurled them back, and bayed and flouted 
Each other, and he struck again and shouted 

And mocked himself and them. The boat lay there 
Gashed, maimed and splintered, and he stood astare 
On the dishonored fragments at his feet. 
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Scorn and a mad denial, counselling 

With every beat: “And now you’ve killed it, fling 
The pieces far and wide, and let the weather 

Rot ’em so deep they never’ll rush together 

And grow into a boat.”’ He heard, and turned, 
Agreeing, and the voice: “If they are burned 

To ashes, and so scattered on the wind, 

They never’ll rise again. They’ve got no mind; 
They’ve just got devilishness. But burn the thing 
And that’ll be the end. Then you can sling 
Yourself into the pond where she went down, 

And give up beat, and fold your arms and drown. 
Let both the murderers swing off to-day, 

The man, the boat. They killed. Now let ’em 
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pay- 


He laughed, and cried out in a wild assent 
To such fierce logic of the drama, went 
Like a lost, desperate derelict here and there 


Scraping up cones and needles. At the bare 
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Mid interval so cleared he piled them, singing 
A jovial song that set the woodland ringing, 

A tune from Lilla’s lips, but lacking words. 
These he could not remember. Startled birds 
Flew from the nearer trees and winged away 
From this invasion breaking the bight day 
Into a wrack of turmoil. Rabbits ran, 

And paused at bright-eyed gaze on maniac man. 
Above the mound of kindling he had massed 
He reared the splintered boat in accurate haste, 
Poising the wreckage so a quickening wind 
Might fan the fire from tier to tier, and bind 
The structured base into a ruinous fame 

Under a roaring tower. He paused, he came 
To look upon his work and found it good 

And, singing still, he straightway guessed the wood 
Itself would catch the signal of his tower 

Once it was lighted. O, a glorious hour 

To bring to burning man and boat and trees! 
Mad with conceit, he fell upon his knees, 

Half for ironic worship, and to lay 
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The lighted match to his brave tower. Pray 

He could not, save to an all-regnant evil, 

And, as the flame flared forth, he called the Devil 

Over and over, then, as one forspent, 

Lay back and mowed in a fool’s merriment. 

His flaming tower brightened. Now he found 

A fiery serpent gliding o’er the ground 

From the great mother cone, as if it guessed 

The Devil’s way to go, and with no rest 

For dryer forage, glimmered up the slope 

Where Windom Woods lay dark. The man’s dread 
hope 

Burst into hideous certainty. He laughed, 

And knew, whate’er his grief had been, he quaffed 

Here at the last the dregs of bitterness. 

He had lost her he loved, and now no less 

Because he loved the wealth of Windom Woods 

They, too, should perish. Hail and snow and floods 

And wanton lightnings all had passed them by, 

As if they held in perpetuity 

God’s royal grant of foothold. By tomorrow 
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Naught would be left of all this mounting sorrow 
Made by man, boat and trees, but one wild waste 
Ashy with dark destruction. 

“Come, make haste,” 
He cried, and ran to spur the reddening snake. 
“Why, anybody’d think you meant to take 
Your time for burnin’ up a lumber lot. 
Ketch at the bark. It ought to be red hot—” 


He stopped, for there arose a wailing cry, 

A thin disordered shriek, bewildered, high, 

As shrieks the night wind when a jockeying wraith 
Rides it to ruin. Somewhere in the path 

Through Windom Woods, or in their pillared shades 
Illusive to the eye as faerie glades, 

The mother wandered, and the snake of flame 
Crept balefully to meet her where she came. 

He rose and ran, not first as seeking her, 

But to find fire as it began to stir 

In a dry waste of bracken, stamp it out, 

And when he had the snake at odds, to shout: 
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“‘Stay where you be, wherever ’tis. I’ll come 


In half a minute now, an’ take you home.” 


It was an hour or more the snake and he 
Fought out their raging fight relentlessly, 
And all the time the fire behind them roared 
To the bright wavering blue, and the sparks soared 
And died in Windom Woods. Yet no twig caught, 
And when Wayne came upon the mother, brought 
Her forth from the dark tangle where she strayed 
Pallid, distraught, yet not, he saw, afraid 
Save for the woods and him, his strength was gone 
And he blessed God he was not yet alone. 
And she stood there beside him, murmuring 
His name. 

*O Rob! I couldn’t do a thing,” 
She said, “to help ’em, these dear woods, but pray 
An’ call on you. An’ so you come this way, 
An’ you have saved ’’em. Ellen loved ’*em more 
Than tongue of mine can tell. She set such store 


By ’em, I sometimes think she’ll rise an’ walk 
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Here now, a spirit, an’ if trees could talk 

Mebbe they’d say they’d seen her blessed ghost 

An’ know, same as we do, how she ain’t lost 

But all the more alive. She couldn’t endure 

Their burnin’ up. So you make doubly sure 
You’ve deadened down the sparks. I'll rest a mite 


Until you see your bonfire is all right.” 


At noontide they went home together, spent 
By passion of their trial. Rob had lent 
His arm to her, and when hers dropped away 
From languor, bade her pause a space and lay 
Her head against his shoulder, while they stood 
And rested, voiceless, in the wondering wood, 
His arm about her, still supporting her. 
At last he said: 
“We won’t go furderer 
Than you can keep your breath. Lean hard on me, 
With all your weight an’ think how strong I be. 
Why don’t I carry you”’—and here he stopped 
And his breath failed him, and his vauntings dropped 
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To a low whimpering moan, remembering 

What burden he had forced himself to bring 
Along that very track a week ago. 

So, their accordant memories beating slow 

And heavily, a silent requiem, 

They reached, at length, the forest’s ferny hem 
And paced across the house lot to the door 

Where the kind nurse was waiting. Nevermore, 
The mother knew, should she see Windom Woods, 
Nor hark to echoes from the runneled floods 
Brawling March madness out below the hill; 
Never in wintry twilights linger, still 

As the lorn ghost of summer on the wind 

Blowing toward flowers that flee the frost behind,— 
Save in a trance of memory, it might be, 

When she and her dear dead waked rapturously 
To the bright angels of these earthly trees, 
Fanned by the chrismal kiss a ministrant breeze 
Sighs through them as the incredulous pilgrim sighs 
New come to his amazing Paradise. 

She halted by the door, left Wayne, and turned 
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Once more to hail them, and her spirit yearned 
Upon them, as in passionate farewell 
The body breathes a benison. Then fell 
Her mind on Wayne, still patient at her side. 
She smiled. Her reminiscent passion died 
In steadfast calm. 
‘I’m glad we’re home,” she said. 
“It’s noon, but I’m so spent I’m goin’ to bed.” 


There is a pause in heaven, when the night 
Longs to give way to the invading light, 

And fails to loose her hold, when fainting flesh 
Finds itself tangled closer by the mesh 
Mortality has woven, and awakes 

To gasping breath, an agony that breaks 

The silver cord betwixt itself and earth, 

And wings to deeper death or brighter birth. 
The clock was striking two. Wayne had not heard 
Across his shattered dream a wakening word, 
But still some unseen influence summoned him. 
He rose, already dressed, and through the dim, 
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Sweet, silvery pallor shot athwart the gloom 
Crept softly to the mother’s door. Her room 
Was all a wanness from the armored east, 
And she half sat, half lay, her laboring breast 
Nursed by both hovering palms. 
‘Come, Rob,” she said, 
“Bring up a chair here close, this side the bed. 
I knew I couldn’t call, an’ make you hear 
Unless she heard me, too. Come closer, dear, 
So’s I can whisper, for my breath’s ’most gone, 


An’ what I’m sayin’ is for you alone.” 
Mi y 


In silence he stole in, and softly knelt 
Beside her, one hand close on hers, and felt 
Her touch upon his hair. 

“T’m pretty sick,” 
She said. “I’ve got to think an’ say it quick 
Or not at all. No! no! You mustn’t speak. 
What good is it for me to live a week, 
A month or two, an’ suffer at the end 
Same as I’m sufferin’ now? He ain’t no friend 
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That would condemn me to a lingerin’ death. 

Don’t wake her. Jest you help me keep my breath 

For what I’ve got to tell. Last Saturday 

When I was sure you’re goin’ to be away, 

I had Mis’ Wickham take me to the street, 

An’ there I got my will made, all complete, 

So as there surely wouldn’t be a doubt 

But what you’d have the whole. I can’t make out— 

The law’s so queer—whether ’twas your’n all right; 

But any way, ’tis now. I’ve made it tight, 

With seals an’ all. Now, Rob, you must begin 

To live a good man’s life. Whatever sin 

You’ve sinned, or wanted to, that’s past an’ gone, 

No more to be remembered. You’re alone, 

But you won’t have to be. This ain’t the end. 

You’ve got your youth an’ strength, you’ve got a 
friend, 

That Sophy over there. Poor as a crow! 

But she despised that bill. She wouldn’t go 

Ag’inst her friend so much as to jine in 


With her that led him, not to mortal sin— 
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I don’t. say that—but oh, such foolishness! 
An’ you may live to see the day you bless 
The Lord for scourgin’ you beneath His rod: 
For all the roads run straight. They lead to God. 
Ellen chose one. You couldn’t take the same, 
Not seein’, so you ain’t, by rights, to blame. 
She knew, through nature, love an’ life an’ pity, 
The angels habitin’ the Holy City, 
Bein’ God’s ministers. That harlot, too, 
She done God’s will, not knowin’, sickened you 
Of sin, an’ still not herself knowin’, showed 
Your eyes the light, your wanderin’ feet the road. 
Because you follered her a piece, an’ fell, 
God let you see her steps took hold on hell. 
Raise up your head an’ look at me.” 

He rose 
Standing at piercing gaze, and saw her close 
Her sightless eyes in mute, impassioned prayer 
Above the straining hands. Her long white hair 
Fell like a colder moonlight, framing in 
Her pallid face. She spoke: 
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“There is no sin” — 
Her voice rang out, commanding, toneless, clear, 
As rings the rote of some ecstatic seer— 
“But must be paid for. An’ no man can say 
Whether he pays alone or makes her pay, 
The one he loves. An awful price you made 
Her pay, your Ellen, yet she freely paid: 
Her life it was, to bring you to the Cross. 
An’ do you s’pose she counts her sufferin’s loss 
Or gain, seein’ your heart so melted up 
In love an’ sorrer, seein’ you take the cup 
That is the bitterness our livin’ Lord 
Drinks with us, to fulfil His livin’ word? 
An’ this I know: All life is born of death, 
An’ the death pang becomes a quickenin’ breath, 
An’ blest is he our Lord has called to give 


His mortal life so some sick soul may live.” 


She stretched both hands to him and towered higher 
In a swift exaltation of desire, 


Seeming about to bless him, but sank down 


Ed ben Prior 177 


Relaxed among her pillows. The waned moon 
Was not more wan than she, more thinly pale, 
When now her fleeting breath began to fail; 
And yet she caught it back again, and rose, 
And smiled and whispered: 
“Yes, Rob. Mother knows.” 


And then the lifted brow of quick surprise 
Transfigured for a space her sightless eyes, 
And Wayne, himself enrapt, beheld her see, 
And fell before the vision to his knee. 

And as it came it went, and she was gone, 
And he, within his house of life alone, 
Listened a space, trembling, but not afraid, 
And said her name and Ellen’s, and so prayed. 
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Leafless and lone lie the shores of the pond in the 
wild Woods of Windom. 

Brittle and harsh on the wind drifts the rust of the 
year. 

The sweet hollow stems that, Syrinx-like, sighed out 
the summer 


Are silent and sere. 


The earth fell from flower into frost in a day in the 
chill Woods of Windom. 

Life left not a figure astir in the tapestried night. 

From the last frighted owl that hooted his farewell 
in flying 

The rabbit took flight. 


Enduring, yet hid as a godhead in cloud, in the dark 
Woods of Windom, 

Life lives, unconsumed, in each root, to the further- _ 
most thread, 

To foam up in yeast of the year, when the new cup is 
mingled, 

And quicken the dead. 
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